‘Dragonfly Monsoon’ and imagined oceans: in search of poem-maps of the Swahili Seas by Owuor, Yvonne Adhiambo
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘Dragonfly Monsoon’ and Imagined Oceans:  
In Search of Poem-Maps of the Swahili Seas 
 
Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor 
 
M.A. University of Reading, UK 
B.A. Kenyatta University, Kenya 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A thesis submitted for the degree of Master of Philosophy at 
The University of Queensland in 2014 
The School of Communications and Arts 
 Abstract 
To what extent can a ‘text’ borne in memory give texture, perspectives, meaning, dimensionality 
and sense to a place? Where is the ‘locus of meaning’ in such a case? Can this locus be traced 
(mapped, narrated, found)? These questions about Swahili navigational poetry (poem-maps) 
specific to the Western Indian Ocean first motivated this study. Can such repositories of sea 
experiences be read for biographical threads of the water body to which they refer? As the search 
for answers to these questions progressed in the course of the study, it emerged that studies of the 
Western Indian Ocean’s intimate and imagined geographies through the lives and memories – 
individual and collective, private and institutional - of those who have had the closest and most 
extensive relationship with it were not, at present, easily available. The quest turned to narratives in 
and of the interstices, the ‘small stories’ (micro-narratives), those seemingly ordinary tales of 
encounter and experience that get obliterated in the retelling of overarching historical (‘China in 
Africa’) and geographical (‘The Indian Ocean’) phenomena. 
This thesis, Dragonfly Monsoon (novel excerpt) and Imagined Oceans: in search of poem-maps of 
the Swahili Seas, becomes an effort to story the ocean. The project does this by drawing from the 
memories and selected sea poetry of Zanzibar-based Haji Gora Haji, a living mariner, and the 
maritime lives of fictional mariners who, with Haji Gora Haji, inhabit these shores and waters. 
The creative project of this thesis is an excerpt from a novel-in-progress (‘Dragonfly Monsoon’).  
This is the story of a young woman’s coming-of-age in the mercurial milieu of the Indian Ocean, 
and her embodiment of these seas, their idiosyncrasies and aesthetics, in her life journey. The 
critical paper, on the other hand, examines the selected sea poetry of a man who has been seafarer, 
minstrel, fisherman, and now poet. The mariner’s words portray movement, collapse time and space 
in a place; they suggest signposts while also giving sound and vision to some of the ways of the 
Swahili Seas. The work is also a brief reflection on how a man and his word might come to embody 
a place. It takes up an experiential approach stimulated by Bertrand Westphal’s geocriticism. 
However, this project ends up seeking not just Westphal’s ‘single author’ but ‘the alternate’ author’ 
assigned to the ‘margins’, who offers his ‘body’ and ‘voice’ to ‘tell’ a story of his ocean.  
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Preface 
 
A three day search in Zanzibar for the critical paper’s main interlocutor, the elderly poet-seafarer 
Haji Gora Haji with the assistance of visual artist Hamza Aussiy who impulsively joined the quest, 
eventually led to the sea man’s house.  We found him in his little room, bed bound and alone. He 
had suffered a road accident five days before and was incapacitated by a badly broken left leg.  
I was ready to reschedule the session and give Mzee Gora, an old acquaintance of mine, 
time to recover. I understood that our walking together along the sea as planned would not happen. 
But after preliminary greetings, Haji Gora was most emphatic that I stay and talk. He had plenty to 
say.  Once we had settled on the floor by his bed, Haji Gora Haji immediately started to speak of his 
ocean and its assorted meanings for him: hard task master, pathway, would-be murderer, food 
basket, ‘another’ country, danger, teacher, and mystery. As he spoke, he summoned the sea. Its 
essence inhabited that small room. Mzee Gora spoke of his life as an apprentice. Hamza and I 
listened in silence to the master mariner whose voice, moods, emotions, gestures, marked and 
wounded body, face and hands assumed the shape of the seafarer of yore, the hard fisherman, the 
seaman threatened by storms, or the contemplative awed by ocean mysteries. He offered no fluffy 
rhapsodies, no romantic notions in his presentation of the sea. Though his words were stern and 
economical, they were intrinsically lyrical. In that dim room, his memories summoned a timeless 
ocean. His tone of voice betrayed a preference for certain aspects of the sea—its colours, its 
mystery, and its bounty. As he spoke he transcended bodily discomfort to find a poetic cadence, 
which also inflects the poems in this study. The ‘witness’ through such ‘embodiment’ provokes 
another question: Can a ‘biography’ of this ocean be ‘read’ in those spaces where it mingles with 
the life of a human being? Is there a convergence of ‘routes’—sea’s route and life paths? 
In a much earlier and informal discussion with other seafarers, the suggestion of the ‘poem-
map’ (a Navigational poem) as a means of replicating a particular neurological state in order to 
minimise errors in journeying was made. This study’s initial aim had been to gain deeper insights 
into what mapping components inform the practice of Swahili navigational poetry. Contacts in 
Zanzibar and Mombasa were certain that the information I sought could be accessed through older 
personalities attached to different navigators’ guilds located along the East African coast. This 
would have meant charting a boat to stop off at different places to meet with them in the company 
of others, and also spending some time at different locales including Vanga, Pate, and Pemba, 
where vestiges of older navigational traditions, disappearing today, linger among old-style 
navigators. This was far beyond the scope and budget of this study. In the course of the search, I 
was told about a Dar es Salaam based French citizen, Phillipe Roisse, who, as it turns out, is a 
collector of Indian Ocean sea poetry, written in Arabic script (one of the languages used to record 
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Swahili Sea records, the other was Sanskrit). He has long been exercised by the question of the 
mapping function of this poetry, and how they serve a navigational function that he hopes to test 
one day.  
 
There does not seem to be an agreed upon genre of sea poem, and its categories and 
boundaries. For this study, I have focused on the mapping and navigational character of such poetry 
and how the poet articulates an imaginative geography of the Swahili Seas. However Haji Gora Haji 
himself draws on local traditions and language to create genre categories for his poems (Utendi). 
This opens up a slew of questions about meaning, structure and style and perhaps adds to the 
panoply of Swahili poetry categories that poet, historian, scholar Sheikh Ahmed Nabahany lists 
(Shairi, Wimbo, Utendi, Duramandhuma (Inkishafi), Ukawafi, Wajiwaji, Tiyani Fatiha, Hamziya, 
Utumbuizo, Wawe, Kimai, Zivindo, Sema (Mahadhi, Sauti). The limits of my knowledge of 
Kitumbatu, the Kiswahili dialect in which Haji Gora Haji writes, meant that I depend on interpreters 
to examine the texts. These included Mr. Hamza Aussiy and Dr. Mshai Mwangola. The Hon. Zein 
Abubakar, first-language Kiswahili user (Kimvita) was the primary translator; Mr. Ngari Gituku, 
scholar and public intellectual, with whom we had the privilege of a conversation about the Swahili 
Seas with foremost Kiswahili scholar and poet, Professor Abdulatif Abdella, and Swahili poetry 
scholar, Dr. Clarissa Vierke, who took on Haji Gora Haji’s third sea poem to help make sense of it. 
It was she who categorised it in the genre of ‘wimbo’, after explaining why. 
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“Time is not unlike a sacrament; it is capable of bearing the absolute.” 
--Richard John Neuhaus 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“No mar estava escrita uma cidade”---in the sea there was a city written out. 
--Carlos Drummond de Andrade  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pweza kwambira ngisi The octopus told the calamari 
Wapitao kimarsimarsi When you hear them (humans) churning the waters 
Tutwafutwao ni sisi It is us they are looking for. 
--Kiswahili saying 
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Roho ni mgeni 
The soul is a visitor (stranger). 
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1 
 
 
To cross the immense seas, water-chasing dragonflies with forbears in Northern India had hitched 
a ride on a sedate mid-October matlai, the in-between seasons’ morning wind, one of the 
monsoon’s introits. These fleeting beings came to rest on a little girl’s island under brooding grey 
clouds. Against the matlai, the frantic south-easterly kusi stormed seaward, flinging open squall 
portals for the sister wind that would soon arrive: the mellow north-easterly kaskazi. Its herald, 
the matlai, now conspired with a shimmering white full moon to charge the island, its fishermen, 
prophets, traders, seafarers, healers, dhow builders, dreamers, merchants, tailors, madmen, 
teachers, and mothers with a fretfulness that mirrored the slow churning turquoise sea. Only the 
children’s spirits remained untouched, although they were now inclined to glance skyward more 
often. 
 
A storm-dimmed dusk stalked Pate, the Lamu Archipelago’s largest and most sullen island. That 
grey sky draped a dull red light over a mob of angry ghosts, dormant feuds, abandoned glories, 
invisible roads, mouldering amnesia, history’s debts, and congealing thousand-year-old secrets. 
Weak light leached into ancient crevices, tombs and ruins, all signals of a people who were 
willing to cohabit with tragedy, trusting that time transformed even the names and outcomes of 
cataclysms into distance. From inland depths a cock crowed, and elsewhere a summons—the 
Adhan—crescendoed.  
Sea winds tugged at a little girl’s lemon green headscarf revealing dense, black curly hair 
that now blew into her eyes. This scrawny eight-year old, wearing an oversized blue-yellow-pink 
floral dress that she was meant to grow into, watched dark clouds from within her mangrove 
hideout. She listened to the rumble of what she had decided were a giant’s footsteps, a giant 
whose strides left pink streaks of light on the sky. Seawater lapped at her knees, and her bare feet 
sank into the black sand. She clutched onto another scrawny being, this one a dirt-white purring 
kitten. She was betting that the storm—her giant—would reach land before a passenger-laden 
dhow that muddled its way towards the cracked wharf in front of her. 
She held her breath. 
Rain galvanized chaotic retreats among big people who treated it as an outlandish life 
happening. ‘Home comers,’ she called passengers. The child could rely on these home comers to 
be jolted like marionettes whenever there was just a hint of rain. She giggled as the mid-sized 
dhow, with the name ‘Bi Kidude’ painted in flaking yellow on its side, eased into the creek, 
accompanied by the sound of sporadic thunder. The rumbles caused every home comer to raise 
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his or her eyes skyward. The girl grinned as she watched the rain-blurred faces—a child collecting 
images, sounds, moods, colours, conversations, and shapes, all of which she would keep in a 
memory cupboard to retrieve and reflect upon in her quieter moments. 
Feeling and seeing, sensing and drawing in scents from other lives, finding mysteries and 
clues, these were the things she loved to do. 
Her island was steeped in vast silences. It was most eloquent in its unspokenness, an 
eloquence that she experienced frequently. On seeing her, bodies would shiver and eyes would 
glint. Indecipherable mutterings rose and crashed when she appeared, only to be replaced with 
wariness or pity. Nothing was ever said and she knew not to ask. But it did not stop her from 
making up answers. 
 
The girl now moved the kitten from her right to her left shoulder. Its extra-large, slanted blue eyes 
followed the dance of eight golden dragonflies hovering close by. Muted thunder. The dhow drew 
parallel to the girl, and she fixated on a man with a burgundy-tinged face and a cream suit who 
was slumped over the boat’s edge. She was about to cackle at his discomfort when a harried voice 
intruded. 
“Ayaaaan!” 
Her surveillance of the man was interrupted as lightning split the sky. 
“Ayaaaan!” 
It was her mother. 
“Ayaaaan!” 
At first, the little girl froze. Then she crouched low and stroked the kitten. She whispered, 
“Usijali.” Don’t mind. “She can’t see us.” 
Ayaan was supposed to be recovering from a dawn asthmatic fit. Bi Munira, her mother, 
had rubbed clove oil over her tightened chest and stuffed the all-ailment-treating black kalonji 
seeds into her mouth. They had sat together naked under a blanket while a pot of steaming herbs, 
which included eucalyptus and mint, decongested their lungs. 
Ayaan had tried hard. She had gulped down air and blocked her breath to swallow six 
tablespoons full of cod-liver oil. She had gurgled a bitter concoction and been lulled to sleep by 
her mother’s dulcet ‘do-do-do.’ She had woken up to the sounds of her mother at work: the tinkle 
of glass, brass, and ceramic; the smells of rose, langilangi, and night jasmine; and the lilts in 
women’s voices inside her mother’s rudimentary home-based beauty salon. Sensing that Ayaan 
was awake, Bi Munira had served her a rice and chicken lunch. Ayaan had pecked at her rice and 
consumed half a chicken leg. “Sleep, lulu,” her mother had then murmured, before returning to 
pamper, paint and gild her clients. 
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Ayaan had tried. She had pinned herself to the bed until the persistent beckon of far-off 
thunder proved irresistible. She had rolled out of bed, arranged extra pillows to simulate a body, 
and covered these with her sheets. She had then squeezed out of her room’s high window to 
shinny down the drainpipes clinging against the wall. When she reached the ground, she found the 
kitten she had rescued from a muddy drain several days ago stretched out on their doorstep. She 
had picked it up. Planting it on her right shoulder, she had dashed off to the sea front before 
swinging north to the mangrove section of the creek from where she could spy on the world 
unseen. 
“Ayaaaan!”  
The wind cooled her down. The kitten purred. Ayaan watched the dhow. The elderly 
stranger lifted his head. However, in the next second their eyes connected. Ayaan ducked, pressed 
into the shadows, her heart racing. How had that happened? 
“Ayaaaan!” Her mother’s voice was closer. “Where’s that child? Ayaaan? Must I talk to 
God?” 
Ayaan looked towards the boat and again at the blackening skies. She would not know 
what landed first, the boat or the storm. She thought of eyes that had caught hers and turned to 
find them one more time. 
“Ayaaaan! As God is my witness . . . that child, aieee . . . ” 
The girl left the cover of the mangroves, moving onto open sand. She scrambled over 
adjacent brown rocks leaping from stone to stone with the kitten clinging to her neck. She 
dropped out of sight. 
 
 
One visitor, a former abbot from China and passenger on the boat sees a little creature emerge 
against a dark sky backdrop and leaped up before falling like a broken comet. A chortle erupts 
from him. His fellow passengers, already sympathetic about his chronic seasickness, now glance 
at him, concerned. He focuses on the land, his eyes an active entity on a placid face. Cataracts 
give them an arcane, blue-ish luminosity. A balding head sits on a tendon-lined neck. The neck 
squats on a medium height body that is as awkwardly scraggly as a former muscle man on a late-
life ascetic path might come to look. Cream-coloured baggy clothes flutter in the wind as he steps 
off the boat to wade through the shallow water. When he reaches the black sand shore, he 
stumbles a little, and touches the soil of the land. He swallows air. His senses are engulfed by the 
presence and unrequited yearnings of home-country ghosts he has come to console; he hears the 
lonely swarming of those who have died so far from home and have, for too long, neither been 
sought nor remembered. 
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A sailor in threadbare white cloth hands over his single bag laughing into words he will 
one day understand, “Itifaki imezingatiwa.” Redolent evening scents entrance the abbot. He 
inhales the dense air, tilts his head towards the hubbub of human arrivals. He stares past the 
rolling cobalt tide, to the not-quite-there storm hovering in the horizon. He turns to amble 
forward, heels rotating as if his toes have roving eyes. Pale light shines on a pink petal falling 
from a greying, solitary and slender wild rose bush that pops from an edge where black sand 
becomes dark red soil. The man falters. He waits for the petal to touch the ground before reaching 
for it. He lifts the petal to his lips. He then encloses it in his left hand. His right adjusts the 
condensed contents of a life that now fits into a fading green canvas bag hanging from his 
shoulder. 
To his left, a husky voice calls, “Masalkheri.” 
The visitor turns. A white-kanzu-clad wizened presence, a dark-gold man of the sea about 
his age looks back at him with a tiny smile. The monk wants to shout for he has glimpsed the past 
he seeks casually staring back at him from within the curved-eye gaze of this, and soon after, two 
other men whose languid strides draw them to him. The men seem unsurprised to see him there 
even though between them there is a distance of over six hundred years. 
He adjusts his words, and the faces he had assigned his ghosts—he had not thought to 
deepen the shade on their skins. “Ni hao,” and he bows. 
A short, muscular islander says, “Umekaribishwa,” and reaches out to welcome him with a 
handshake. Contact. Hands mould, sculpt and feel elemental things—like purpose, and 
presentiment, and capacity for warmth. They bridge time by touch. Strangers clasp hands, and 
sun-warmed mahogany skin embraces a pale lost relation carrying a half-secret past. Instinct also 
tells the former abbot that he had come to Pate Island, Kenya, to stay. But it would require a death 
to make him understand this. 
 
Beginnings. 
Life split apart for the former abbot at exactly three o’clock, one Friday afternoon in 1997, 
in the year of the ox. In the tedium of filling out forms to explain yet another unremarkable man’s 
death-in-custody, he had happened to glance out of his office window when he glimpsed the 
whispery passing of summer, the brown-orange face of autumn, a transient thing peeping at him. 
His heart stopped. In the next instant, as papers fluttered about him, and his black chair twirled on 
its fulcrum, he fled. White-faced, he tore away, howling more loudly than any of his victims ever 
had in his thirty-five years as senior interrogator for the state’s shuanggui. A specialist in sleep 
deprivation and simulated drowning methods, he had become a fine artist of human pain 
thresholds. 
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But he had also accumulated toxins, from closet doubts, from the stuffed melancholy of 
human fleetingness, festering intrigues, patriotism’s mutability, and the perennial redrafting of 
meaning and being. Everything fused and then short-circuited in him on that new autumn day 
when he ran himself out of town beyond the reach of, at first, perplexed, and then enraged, 
colleagues and superiors. He ran beyond the outline of images of his immediate past—a most 
enterprising export-business wife, a concubine who tolerated him because he provided for her, a 
grown up son who spoke to him only out of a sense of duty, and always in complete, 
grammatically correct sentences. Unyoking himself. Fragmented, he hunted for some thing he did 
not know. 
He wandered far. He stumbled into an out-of-the-way, understaffed, small, Tai Shan 
monastery that the State’s temple rebuilding squads would not reach soon. He was allowed to 
stay. In between waiting, inside the hole into which he had sunk, he heard the memory-sounds of 
sorrow of one hundred and eighteen men and thirteen women whose lives he had ripped apart. At 
night he wept with the ghosts. After two years of unlearning life, he was asked to act as abbot. 
But after five months he sought to be released from the position; its administrative issues were too 
resonant of a past that now terrified him. That winter, while tending snow flowers in the garden, 
and reflecting on ‘obedience’, he heard a bird trill a heart-expanding arietta from a shorn tree 
outside the monastery’s walls. He sneaked out to look more closely. And then he kept walking. 
He roamed and laboured, cooked for survival and travel money, and begged on roadsides. 
He refused to complain. He studied human gestures. He discovered a bigger thirst for tender 
words than for cash casually tossed by the unseeing. He explored his insignificance. For the first 
time, he realised he would one day cease to exist. During the night, he still wept with ghosts. In 
the day, he wandered alone. 
The year limped by. 
One overcast spring morning, the itinerant seeker crossed into the northwest of Hubei 
province in the company of his questions. He walked on morning-mist-wetted mountain stones. 
He stubbed his toe on one. It bled. He stooped to look at the stone that had wounded him: an 
imitation stone, a discarded Made in China ubiquitous thing made for tourists. He picked it up. He 
was about to hurl it away when he saw a prologue had been etched into the block. He read it 
because it was there. He had read the words before in another history book: 
“We have traversed more than 100,000 li of immense water spaces and have 
beheld in the ocean huge waves like mountains rising in the sky, and we have 
set eyes on barbarian regions far away hidden in a blue transparency of light 
vapours, while our sails loftily unfurled like clouds day and night, continued 
their course as a star, traversing those savage waves as if we were treading a 
public thoroughfare…” 
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We: Ancient Commander of the Ghost Fleet, Admiral Zheng He. The monk remembered. 
His hands cradled the false stone. He saw it was the middle part of something that been moulded 
to the likeness of the ancient admiral. He walked down the mountain, thinking. He decided it was 
a signal. Carrying the stone, he sought out libraries and museums to lurk in. He pored over 
illustrated images and chronicles. He relearned journeys and sea pathways taken to destinations 
with tongue-turning names: Palembang, Malacca, Semudera, Mogadishu, Malindi, Ganbali, 
Calicat. And then he heard a long dead Admiral whispering back to him: “In the beginning, there 
was fire. A giant was forced to set alight the dawn and his fleet.”  
The former abbot told himself: Whenever fire flares up in a story, it is the silhouette of the 
molten human heart. This thought drove him all the way to Nanjing. He went to stand before the 
admiral’s empty tomb where a smouldering heart should have lain. When the monk stooped to 
rub at cracks in the hard ground, he blamed himself for not knowing how to retrieve this ghost’s 
heart. Insomnia would plague the ex-murderer. In his mind’s twilight thresholds he heard an 
admiral-arsonist’s incessant giggle. When he did sleep, a giant shadow sprang up to show him 
dissolved ship logs, waterlogged chronicles of world wonders, territories gained, tributes pending, 
and men lost.  
When the former abbot woke up, he told himself that crossing worlds would redeem a 
pockmarked past. He set out on a pilgrimage, as his admiral had six hundred years before, to the 
Temple of the Celestial Spouse. There, under a clouded summer sun, a monk in a blue peasant 
suit crouched over original memories engraved in an actual old stone in the ruins of a sacred 
space. There, he also heard two thousand lost voices begging to be found. There he swore to 
undertake a salvage voyage. There he said he would complete the Admiral’s story: he would find 
and appease the souls of countrymen lost at sea six hundred years ago. Four months later, having 
begged and cooked his way into Hong Kong and made just enough money to begin his plan, with 
a new name and dodgy papers, he stepped on board a plane to Kenya, East Africa. Destination: 
Pate Island. 
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Mwenda Pate harudi,  
Kijacho ni kilio. 
One who goes to Pate does not return,  
Only a wail boomerangs. 
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The morning that the monk arrived in Kenya, inside a spacious, lime-washed bedroom within a 
wood and coral three-storey house located within a twenty-house narrow street in a decaying Pate 
island vista carved by trade winds named kusi, matlai, malelezi and kaskazi, an ageing man, 
Muhidin Badawi Mlingoti, had dreamed again of a thick, square, dark brown book. It contained 
yellow arcane words. It was wrapped in a lime-green cloth, concealed within an ornate mahogany 
wood Lamu chest under his bed. 
This book had been one of thousands in the library of a Dubai-based dhow-paraphernalia 
collector to whom Muhidin sold real and fake artefacts. Muhidin, sun-blackened, salt-water 
burned, bug-eyed, and brawny descendant of Pate island fishermen and boat builders had seen the 
book on previous visits to the library. During his final visit, he had tempted the collector’s 
ravening eyes with a fake ancient sextant from Turkey, which he left in front of the collector, 
while he inched to the bookshelf. At the right moment, he had slipped the book into a maroon 
storm jacket he wore to protect himself from Dubai’s below-freezing air-conditioning. Muhidin 
had desired the book for an ephemeral yellow-brown memory parchment tucked in its middle 
pages, which he had glimpsed. His instincts had proved right. The parchment, when laid out in 
dim afternoon light, oozed intimate attar that suggested secret universes broached. Perhaps it was 
a memory map’s paean to trade winds, aromatic ports and striving travellers. Perhaps it was a 
broad sheet of ageless music. Perhaps it pointed to destinations that would never move or change. 
What if the fragment was a flavoured parchment torn from a foolish tale, one of those 
interminable alfu lela ulela—1001 nights gossip sheets? It is nothing. Still, whenever Muhidin 
tumbled into the thresholds of a hauntedness he tried to escape, he would reach under the bed to 
retrieve the book and touch the parchment as if it were a talisman. 
 
Long ago, long, long ago, when he was no more than a boy, a fierce song had burned itself 
into his being. It clung to him like an earth-stranded ghost, and still caused him to ache for 
unnameable things. It would turn an illiterate island boy into a hunter, a reader and a sleuth—a 
hungry knowledge seeker.  
Muhidin had been orphaned when a South Coast ferry sank with his parents and five 
siblings. Through this tragedy his childless relatives, uncle Hamid, Zumari player and master 
boatman, and his wife Zainab, acquired a punching bag and indentured servant. However, one 
day, during a four-day fishing field trip with his uncle, in the middle of a thrashing, rolling, 
wrestling match with an enraged giant black marlin, goaded by his uncle’s baleful threats—Dare 
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you lose my fish, dare you—the terror-struck fourteen-year old slipped into a state of high 
concentration, inside of which whisperings, as if from the Source of Life, bubbled forth. In them 
he heard a palpable salt song, which sucked him into the soul of a single wet note made out of the 
contents of time. He smelt an evanescent citrus-honey scent that, several years later, Muhidin 
would trace again in a Magnolia shrub blossom in Tobago. The song penetrated Muhidin’s young 
heart, which proceeded to shatter and scatter as portions of infinite sun across hungry worlds. He 
would be wounded with perpetual homesickness for an unknown destination. But that day, as a 
single being, he and the Presence had lured a now-entranced fish into the boat. Docile, the fish 
had yielded its life. Afterwards, a desultory silence. Then Muhidin had tumbled about the boat 
keening, the bitter sound drenching his wrinkled uncle Hamid, who contemplated Muhidin with 
very old, very dark, very cheerless eyes. “It’s nothing,” the uncle grunted five nights later. “The 
disarray of wind.” But from then on, the uncle and his wife never touched Muhidin again.  
Twenty-eight years later Muhidin, made arid by life experiences, contemptuous of the 
world’s lies, cult of injustice, and aborted good, and still oppressed by his special solitude, would 
re-encounter reverberations from that odd day. He was aboard his merchant vessel on a frigid, 
vile-tempered, night-blackened Atlantic. He had, as usual, assumed duty on the ship’s storm 
watch when, from within seething seas, he glimpsed blue spherical lights gambolling on water. 
He had blinked as they disintegrated into fractions of the ghost song he had once heard. He had 
leaned over the railings baying, “Who are you?” A two-storey wave had swamped the ship’s deck 
and drenched him before retreating with the song particles. 
After this he renewed his search for the original song.  
He looked for it in everything. 
The map in the stolen book indicated the east as the starting point. 
For journeys. 
For light. 
For songs? 
It is nothing 
Yet an old ocean’s hymn scourged Muhidin with disquietude. It had pressed him into the 
sea’s service, where he would work non-stop, an enchanted captive. Whenever he reached land, 
he at once darted after firefly illusions and dredged dark nooks in port cities, buying, bartering, 
stealing, and scrounging for maps and riddles. He scoured arcane words and notations, 
intending to chart all those signposts until they revealed their destiny. Yet everything he had 
found so far only hinted at what the ocean’s formless song was not. As for the thin yellow 
parchment he breathed on, he was certain about only two things: it offered nothing other than 
that he had it, and, like everything else he touched, it was crumbling. 
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“Allahu Akbar . . .” 
Another day, night, day.  Herald and promise easing an old island into wakefulness. 
“Allahu Akbar . . .” 
The song ripened. 
“Hayya 'ala s-salah . . .”  
Crowing cockerels. The tunes jammed Muhidin’s recurrent dream-reel of returning to Pate, 
which ended with a question he needed to ask but could never articulate. Even though Muhidin 
had given up God in a dark, leather-smelling labyrinthine Alexandra souq amidst colourful 
trinkets, during a halwa purchase, he heard these summons to prayer with the pleasure of an 
aesthete. 
“Allahu Akbar . . .”  
Muhidin’s memory returned, as it usually did in such moments, to the Alexandrian souq 
where an alabaster-skinned vendor of everything, with a sepulchral hawk-nose, had delicately 
avoided contact with Muhidin’s skin. The call-to-prayer had been echoing. The warm-voiced 
invitation to souls to gather clashed with the reality of small, bad human habits. 
Like the word the trader proffered: Abd. Slave. 
And within Muhidin something had at once disintegrated. He had ground his teeth and 
growled, “Blood-thirsty djinn! Executioner! Gobbler of souls.” 
Muhidin now grimaces at the memory. Remembers the trader’s glassy-eyed smile, and the 
stuttered, “Abd . . . my friend . . . You know . . . my friend it means . . . means . . . submission to 
the will . . .” 
But Muhidin had roared, “Stop thief! Atone! The putrefaction beneath your white robes is 
an abyss of death. Mtu mwovu. Imbiber of blood . . . Atone! Isn’t that why you cannot touch my 
skin? Its blackness is your accuser. Atone!” 
Fear had deformed the trader’s face. He had whispered to Muhidin, licking his lips. 
“What’s your problem?” He zigzagged backwards. He did not bother to close his stall. His arms 
pointed in all directions. The others in the market pretended neither to see nor hear, their faces 
lowered avoiding Muhidin’s searching gaze. 
Muhidin had left, clutching his halwa as his body shook. The violent shivering had 
dislodged any vestiges of faith he had ever held onto. 
Abd. 
Muhidin’s uncle had called him ‘Abd’ for most of his life, until the day of the fishing trip. 
It was the name he knew growing up on an island where words spoken could become a 
covenant and bond. “Kuffar,” his uncle had added. Using soft, soft tones when he thrashed 
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Muhidin until he bled, and his aunt Zainab looked on, slurping down heavily sugared ginger tea. 
This was the face of loneliness then, the texture of the haunting now. Tumbling images: uncle 
Hamid, musical fisherman crouching in white-robbed prayer, a zabiba on his forehead, hiding 
the truth of a bloodthirsty will. 
Abd. 
Muhidin had stridden through that souq with the sweetness of halwa perfuming him and a 
vow on his tongue: Between religion and my black skin there shall be a sky’s distance until the 
day I hear a ‘Call to Atonement’. And weightlessness had followed that vow.  
Only later did he begin to pace like the caged black leopard he had seen in a Qatari 
oilman’s vanity zoo; neither happy nor sad. When he hauled goods or raised chains he observed 
himself, as if detached, and wondered why he did what he did. Loading, securing, stowing, 
unloading, Muhidin clamped down on his thoughts and refused to consider meaning. Unfettered 
he set out to soak his senses in unlimited indulgences; wine, women, words; drugs of assorted 
flavours and ceaseless political discourse. He had an opinion about everything.  
In this way Muhidin massaged his unease until one day, when after twenty-eight years, 
three months, eight days and seven hours of fealty to the sea, on a simple humid June morning in 
1992, his Panama-registered ship reached Zanzibar Harbour. Shielding his eyes, Muhidin had 
stared at the island as if for the first time. The sun had scorched his arms. In the docks below, at 
least twenty-six emaciated, runny-nosed harbour cats purr-meowed. Crows, wind, warmth, voices. 
Muhidin glimpsed again his many selves: fisherman, stevedore, Able-bodied seaman, Junior 
Engineer, utility man, man with nothing to graft himself onto, salt on his face as East African air 
oozed into his spirit. Two translucent insects chased light in front of him and a nameless merchant 
into whose body numerous worlds had embedded their stories, glanced up at him and waved. 
Sudden tears had dribbled down Muhidin’s bearded jowls and fallen into the oil-stained Zanzibar 
port water. A second later a large piece of machinery clanged. His shipmates’ voices called his 
name wrapped in the fond abuse they reserved for one another. The Chief Officer yelled at him 
from a height. Muhidin, hearing words and sounds that were of his life but this time he clutched at 
the guardrails as a preternatural desolation gnawed at him. He turned to grab the nearest out-of-
place object, a half-empty water tank, to heft up and carry away, hiding his face. 
Later, under obsidian darkness in Unguja, Zanzibar, Muhidin slunk away from his life at 
sea. He had bribed two harbour ‘rats’, boys of no age, who scrounged for anything, and who 
circled the harbour like djinns bound to one place, to help him haul down five gunnysacks laden 
with the repositories of his sea exile: books, maps, bottled attars, calligraphy ink and brushes, 
incense, dried perfumed blood, dried herbs, tree resin including frankincense, two shirts, shorts, a 
hat, and a large coat. He carried his money in a thick leather pouch strapped to his body. 
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Muhidin and the ‘rats’ had skulked along the shadows and depressions of the new harbour 
to cross into Stone Town through a hole in the fence. They huddled along coral walls, and re-
entered the labyrinths of in-between worldliness to the sound of Algerian raï. He remembered 
the perfumed wide-eyed women wearing black bui-bui. Now they glided past him with the 
single fluttering gaze and bracelet-tinkling seduction perfected here. Food smells. Muhidin 
inhaled biriyani, pilau, coconut-flavoured aromas; chutney, pickles, peppers, and mahamri; 
Custard apple and avocado juice offerings from a baby-faced vendor. Chei-chei, a pig-tailed girl 
said as she curtsied before of an older rotund man dressed in a gleaming white kanzu; Kiswahili 
cadences and ubiquitous whispers, reggae by Bob Marley and Peter Tosh; dim doorways that 
veered off the maze. Muhidin’s sudden two-time laugh had been a basset hound’s bark.   
He and the boys had hurried towards the Old Dhow harbour. They stopped along an 
ancient stone ledge that unevenly skirted the sea. Muhidin had seen a lantern-lit, mid-sized 
vessel floating a short distance from the docks—a shaggy beast with jutting-out edges, it looked 
like it should have been burned a century ago. Hopefully named ‘Umkoolthoom’, its nahodha 
stood in silhouette as if welded to his vessel. “Masalkheri,” Muhidin called, his voice a grit-
speckled gravel of underuse. 
The nahodha, a colossus, detached himself from his boat, slipped into water which came 
up to the top of his thighs, and, wading towards Muhidin. He asked in a sing-song mellifluence, 
“Nani mwenzangu?” Who is my companion? 
“Muhidin Khamis Mlingoti wa Baadawi.” 
“Du! Such a name. What do you want?” 
“To spout poetry to the stars with you. What do you think, man? To go.” 
“What’s your problem? Where?” 
Pate. A phantom-calling invocation. Memories crawled over Muhidin like arachnids 
sneaking out of forgotten crypts. “Pate.” Muhidin shuddered. Surf breaking, speckled light-in-
darkness sea spray filled holes of decrepit silences. 
The captain had grumbled, “Only fools and criminals cross the sea in this season.” 
“Then I’m a fool,” Muhidin had growled. 
The boatman grunted, “True. What’ll you pay?” 
“Anything.” 
“Passport?” 
“You need one?” Muhidin countered. 
“No.” 
“Neither do I.” 
“What’re you carrying?” 
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“Simple things.” 
“Don’t want trouble.” 
“None from me.” 
“We leave at dawn.” The boatman had turned towards the bobbing ‘Umkoolthoom’. 
Muhidin had called, “Wait for me. I’ll be in the boat.” 
“You’re mad, man.” 
“Maybe.” 
Muhidin and the urchins had hauled his goods into the dhow. By dawn, six other travellers 
and three deckhands had joined them on board.  
They set off. Some travellers disembarked at small ports along the way—Pemba, Kilifi 
and Shimoni—but when together, they shared the task of patching up the vessel, and bailing out 
water over the five days and nights needed to wrestle changing currents into northern Kenyan 
waters. Later, the captain would turn the Umkoolthoom towards an old sign on a protruding rock 
that pointed the way to Pate Island.  It also marked a passageway that elephants used to island-
hop. Avoiding the riskier deep-sea passage, they had entered Pate through a crooked channel cut 
through brooding mangrove thickets. On viewing the crumbling graves, the sturdy mosque, and 
its ancient walls in the deep orange evening, Muhidin had let out a long hum. Children close to 
the shore laughed when they heard his whale-like bellowing: those closest to the water had 
sauntered over to see the source of the sound, and found him. They had shouted his boat home, 
greeting him as if he had only stepped out that morning. 
 
 
From the balcony of a top floor gallery of his coral house, Muhidin watches a ngarawa flotilla. 
Early morning fishermen crouch and rise, crouch and rise, digging long mangrove wood oars 
into the ocean to the pulse of the dawn’s light, which spills like molten silver over the water. He 
adjusts his embroidered kofia and casually wonders if he should open up the downstairs window 
into his Books & Special Things shop. The morning sun is an intimate touch on hands that grip 
the balcony’s worn rails. He listens to the quavering bass echoes from the muezzin’s dawn 
hymn. The salt aroma from the ocean is sprinkled with a blend of spices, seaweed and unknown 
ocean herbs. 
Allahu Akbar . . . 
Here, the Adhan was still borne in a man’s voice, two men—Omar Bilal and Abasi—to be 
precise. Rivals, each had rock-hard conviction about his giftedness and disdained the other’s 
efforts. The island still resisted the taped, exact, and washed-out coats of sound offerings made in 
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Saudi Arabia, which, in other islands, had replaced that timbre of truthful geography that a living 
voice offered. 
“Ash-hadu an-la ilaha illa llah . . .” 
Muhidin climbed down broad steps, ears buzzing from Omar Bilal’s bayed summons. 
“Hayya 'ala s-salah . . .” 
Muhidin wondered if he should present a honey-clove-ginger gel to the crier. The crazy 
countertenor suggested the mating of whales. Muhidin hastened across the inner courtyard and 
shaded his eyes from the light pouring in. He waited three minutes.  
There it was. 
Patter of footsteps behind the north-facing house.  
Soon a child chanted: “Kereng’ende . . . mavuvu na kereng’ende . . .” 
Kereng’ende.  
Muhidin scratched his beard. Dragonflies already? The short rains were coming. The air 
was thick with humidity, the clouds sat high in the sky, and large-fish shoals were showing up 
from spawning grounds. There were new currents and undercurrents. Muhidin turned to gaze at 
his sea. He heard a Splash! And a child’s voice gurgled, piling on laughter. Muhidin listened for 
a while before rubbing his face as he wandered into his lower-floor kitchen, and switched on the 
kettle. He laid out a chunk of almond halwa and mahamri ya mbaazi on a round, rusting tray that 
had once featured kittens. He poured out hot milk into a large mug and added a spoonful of 
masala. Somewhere in the water, the child laughed again.  The glee made Muhidin’s eyes 
crinkle. Secret laughter. Muhidin knew a secret could be transferred with a glance across a 
gallery’s turquoise balcony. A secret could be born when a man witnessed a dance that the rest of 
the world might never see. A secret could be felt or held in a miniscule smile that was no more 
than a tic on an ageing man’s upper lip, or a glimmer of starlight in a bastard child’s eyes. Before 
the child ever saw him, she used to twirl in the ocean’s shallows and sing a loud song of children 
at ease: 
“Ukuti, Ukuti 
Wa mnazi, wa mnazi 
Ukipata Upepo 
Watete . . . watete . . . watetemeka . . .” 
 
Unseen, he would listen. Other times she just combed the beach. He saw her haul in 
driftwood, dead eels, dead birds, dead starfish, a sealed bag of pasta, a hockey stick, a baby 
doll’s head, and a blue plastic turtle. But at some point, she had discovered he was there. Now 
she sang in softer tones, but the morning breeze still brought her tune to him. 
“Sisimizi mwaenda wapi? 
Twaenda msibani 
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Aliyekufa ni nani? . . .” 
 
He had almost met her long before he happened upon her dawn adventures. It was over an 
oil-exuding, large, lobed, scaly, fat creature, the size of a short man, with four leg-like lower fins 
that one Yusuf Juma had hauled in and dumped on the jetty swearing that he had retrieved some 
ghoul’s soul. People had gathered to stare, and some fishermen remembered that a similar beast 
had been found before. The little girl had appeared. She had crawled under the assembled adults’ 
arms, and was kneeling close to the thing, arms looped across her knees when Muhidin, who was 
on his evening walk, the tap-tap of steel heel and toe brogues announcing his approach, had 
stopped by. He had exclaimed, “Ni kisukuku. Old as existence. Alieishi tangu enzi za dinasaria.” 
Repeating a message from the poster notice he had read about the Coelacanth. He added, “Netted 
one when I was a boy. Return it to the sea. Can’t eat it. But sharks don’t mind.” He had glanced 
down then. He had mildly noted the intense wide-eyed gawking of the child, her mouth wide 
open. His eyes had glazed over, preoccupied as he was with completing his evening stroll. 
 
As the kettle now hissed and spat water at Muhidin, he heard her voice: 
“Sisimizi mwaenda wapi? 
Twaenda msibani . . .” 
 
He knocked the kettle’s head as if it were a disobedient pet before pouring dark coffee into 
the mug. Chewing on coffee grounds mixed with cardamom, cloves, and cinnamon, he carried 
his tray upstairs to his room. He looked over the balcony to scan the sea, and saw red-edged 
clouds and uneven blue waters. Storm tonight over the sea, he predicted to himself. He saw the 
girl playing in white-froth waters. She dove under the surface. The current is fierce, he thought. 
Muhidin counted the beats of his heart, looking for the telltale dark rippled signals of an 
undertow on the water surface. Then the child popped up. She had surpassed her previous two-
minutes’ underwater feat by seventeen seconds. Muhidin wiped his nose on his sleeve. Wasn’t as 
if it should matter to him. Not his business.  
A twist to his mouth. 
Some creaking had disturbed Muhidin’s sleep one night over a year ago. It had been dark 
when he reached for a watch he had put together from the remains of past watches. It chirped 
cricket-like and pinged once every three hours. Restless for the usual unremembered reasons, he 
had retired to his balcony to wait for the sunrise. He had noticed the slim glimmer of light in the 
magenta slashing across the sky. In that first lustre, he had also glimpsed a being leaping in the 
ocean, cavorting like a baby pomboo. It had dived under water and emerged several metres away. 
It was not that Muhidin believed in djinns, but as an explanation for the spectre in the water at 
that hour, the thought did shadow the wall of his mind. He had wandered downstairs, crossed the 
 21 
inner courtyard, cut through the reception space he used as his shop and dispensing booth, 
walked past the foyer and out though the porch. On the street, he trotted down to a corner that 
would lead to the beach, but then he heard the creature laugh. He recognised the waif.  
His disappointment had startled him and he had paused. Kweli avumaye baharini papa 
kumbe wengi wapo; such a variety of fish in the sea. He had scowled. A debate had then curdled 
his thoughts. Should he haul the child out? There were unstated rules about who could and could 
not swim in the sea. A child: Not without supervision. A girl: Never. But. He knew how the sea 
was with certain people, how it needed them, and they it. It was like that for him. It was expected 
of him. His late father, and his father before him, had been sea keepers—they read the sea in all 
its seasons, and they had kept its rites and rituals. Even though he had not learned from them 
because they had died when he was small, there was an instinct he had retained. He had been one 
of only seven people who could dive in the middle of night to find fish, oysters, and crabs from 
the deep with only lanterns on the coral reef to light their way. He had been stung by jellyfish 
and electric eels, and lived. He could name swells, tides, and currents just by look or sensation. 
When an undertow had swept him into high seas, he had not been afraid, merely curious. Ever 
since he had come back to Pate, three times he had snapped awake to find himself in the sea, at 
night, without understanding when and how he had left his bed and house and reached the tides. 
Echoes of giggles. 
The child with the sea, the child in the sea. She would learn that the ocean, like the world, 
was unpredictable. But. Not his business. He had returned to his house. But in the days that 
followed he looked out for the child. On some days she did not show. On others, she shimmered 
into view before dawn, tiptoeing into the water, bouncing through the shallows if the sea were in 
ebb, and jumping into waves when the sea flowed. Months later, as she scurried back to her 
house, she had tilted her head up at him as if she knew he would be there. He withdrew from the 
balcony. Another month later, she slowed down as she crossed the area below his balcony, 
walking with her head low. Days later, she stopped and breathed. She caught his look. She then 
stretched down her ears, crossed her eyes, and stuck out her tongue. And then she was gone, 
making tiny holes in the sand, as if a duiker were crossing.  
When she reappeared the following week, Muhidin returned her salutation in full. When 
he did, her eyes grew bigger and then she clutched her stomach, and screeched, before covering 
her mouth. Her mirth made her execute three cartwheels before she collapsed on the beach 
overwhelmed by the too-muchness. Her merriment inside dawn’s protective shadows had infected 
Muhidin, who started to guffaw as he clung to his balcony railings. Then she was gone. Paff! Tiny 
steps on dark brown sand.  
Ayaan. 
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The child’s name was Ayaan—‘God’s gift’. Of course, Muhidin knew her story. 
Everybody did. Some judged her worthless because of it. 
 
 
The child had come to the island at high tide about seven years ago. She arrived in the arms of 
her then-skeletal, mostly-vanquished, on-the-tail-end-of-a-scandal mother, Munira, daughter of 
prestige—pale-skinned, narrow-eyed, as slender as a bird’s foot, and just as delicate. Her 
previous haughty, loud-mouthed, angular and feral beauty had been sheared off and dimmed by 
whatever it was she had tangled with in two and a half years of life away from the island. Ayaan 
was Munira’s only explanation for the raw-boned thing she carried. It bawled into a wild orange 
dusk as its mother disembarked from the leaky fisherman’s ngarawa she had chartered from 
Lamu in exchange for her last two gold bangles. When Munira landed on Pate Island, ‘Ayaan’ 
was a plea for mercy on her lips. Those who witnessed their arrival, as they would an 
approaching cortege, did not renounce ‘God’s gift’, the babbling evidence of the washed-away 
hopes in a woman’s fractured and shamed existence. 
Munira’s family had sought to marry her off to the first man available, an austere teacher 
with a thin beard that touched his concave stomach. He had one other wife and was eager to 
merge with Munira’s patrician family with its old, intricate, and extended business networks. He 
had intended to change his name to theirs. Munira had rushed to the cliffs with Ayaan, offering to 
die. Her public suicide threat was yet another scandal. It also entrenched a belief in her 
incorrigible madness. 
 
Many, many years later, when they found themselves entangled in a desperate and destructive 
yearning, in one of their lucent moments, Munira would tell Muhidin the smaller details from that 
time: How she had handed her heart over to nothing—I don’t believe in man; how every moon-
tide she would vomit out hope; how she rated each day’s quality by the quantity of insults 
received—the fewer the gentler. “But you can’t outrun your shadow,” she would say to Muhidin. 
He would demand, “Who decides?” She would say, “Stop it. We know truth. Even when we lie.” 
She would also say, “Dua la kuku halimpati mwewe. Yet I still live. Isn’t that good?” Then she 
would laugh at herself. 
After Munira had threatened suicide rather than marry to save face, her cherished father 
declared her ‘maharimu’—anathema. He had also preceded her name with the word 
‘marehemu’—the deceased—saying, “You, my first born, you’ve trampled on my holiest 
dreams. You whom I gave everything.” His eyes had been red with grief. Munira’s father had at 
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once quickly moved his harbourage business and household five hundred kilometres away to 
Zanzibar. Her spurned suitor and his family went with them. They abandoned Munira.  
“Please die,” her stepmother suggested, “but do so only after we’ve gone.” 
Munira mourned them all. 
She also lived. 
Still, her name became a by-word for faults, a caution used to threaten bold and rebellious 
girls. In spite of his anguish, her father had, supposedly in error, left behind keys to one of the 
family’s smaller houses. Munira had cautiously moved in. She waited to be evicted. That did 
not happen. She retreated deep into its shelter with her daughter. Munira remained tied to the 
island she had drifted back to like a broken rusting anchor. But at least twice a month, and only 
at night, she wandered over to a promontory, or sought out one of four large sea-facing rocks 
within which to curl. There, older secret dreams would show up, safe for a moment, from the 
jagged gnashing teeth of an unappeasable world. This was also where Muhidin had seen Munira 
before he met her daughter. 
 
Two years into his own return to Pate, Muhidin, wandering at night, glimpsed a fluid shadow 
under a silver-light moon. The vision at first frosted his soul, but then to his breath-restoring 
relief, a pale moonstone, human body glided after it, an unveiled woman. In another month of 
another year, in another dense hour, Muhidin and Munira’s sea-sprayed shadows criss-crossed, 
merged, and separated again. They were two isolations tiptoeing on an ocean’s boundaries, ears 
tilted inward, straining towards something unnamed, possessed by sea phantoms and promises 
that carried them into a dark interiority where they could rest. Muhidin glimpsed Munira again as 
she crouched inside an onyx-shaded hollow close to the sea. Not once did they acknowledge the 
presence of the other. In the previous New Year, while stripping himself of the ocean’s night hold 
on his soul—he had once again woken up in the water—Muhidin had run towards Munira’s house 
for no reason. He had leaned his head against her door. Ever since then he avoided even the 
thought of her. 
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On some Pate Island nights, conversations among men converged on the island square. In the 
absence of a reliable television service, these meetings were now Muhidin’s news roundup. The 
men talked and children played and women murmured and tittered and voices gentled by the 
day’s end debated English Premier League scores. There were three main groups unfairly 
distributed in support of Arsenal, Manchester United and Chelsea. A few clung to an old love for 
Liverpool, their nostalgia the object of group mockery. Mid-conversation, the men assembled in 
the square would pause to hear from chimerical presences inhabiting private silences. 
Muhidin gobbled sweetmeats with these men, sipped hot, bitter coffee, played dominoes, 
mocked nearby Lamu island’s self importance, outdid monster-and-mermaid tales, helped dissect 
visitors—fleeting strangers, and those like the old man from China who had taken over a fishing 
hut near one of the coves and was planting a vegetable garden. They eviscerated politicians and 
clucked about scavenging ‘watu wa bara’—mainlanders. They shared tales of happenings in 
ports and sniffed the blend of winds, white flower aromas—lady-of-the-night, orange blossom, 
lilies, jasmine—and cloves under a trillion stars. They spoke and shared spiced meals from coral-
stone kitchens. 
These Pate nights had reduced the volume of the thousand and one moans plaguing 
Muhidin from hard, hidden places of his heart. The men would tease Muhidin about his 
flirtations with heresy and his avoidance of public prayers and sacred events. ‘The Apostate’, the 
men had nicknamed him and they laughed at his discontented grumblings. But the islanders also 
saw him as an eccentric, powerful sage who gave form to inner secrets.  
Oftentimes one of the island’s residents’ names would emerge to be linked to real or 
imagined misdeeds—gossip offerings for broiling, roasting, and chewing. To Muhidin’s 
increasing dismay, Munira was regular fodder. Her name was entwined with human follies, with 
a focus on lust, mannerlessness, sloth, and vanity. “Kambare mzuri kwa mwili, ndani machafu.” 
Outside beauty, inside dirt, a middle-aged merchant with a penchant for watermelons and lewd 
insights proclaimed to the others: “Have you seen the way the harlot carries her head?” 
“How?” Muhidin asked, irritated by his irritation. Not my business, he scolded himself. 
The merchant’s eyes roved as he said, “Nose high up. Scandalous daughter of fire, she even 
speaks with her hands.” He lowered his voice. “You’ve seen the gap in her teeth? She ensnares 
men with potions.” His head moved in an arc that pointed northward. 
 25 
Northward was the circle where Almaaz Mehdi, the silent dhow builder, lived and 
repaired or constructed sea vessels. A week ago days ago Munira had been spotted wandering in 
the direction of the workshop. “God protect us all,” the merchant sighed. 
Muhidin chortled, “Dear man, why?  You sound disappointed. Had you hoped to be 
caught?” The others laughed at the man, Muhidin added, “Duu! For a sorceress, her garden is 
something else. The soil loves her hand! What flowers! What herbs!” 
The island’s mobile phone shopkeeper protested in a whisper, “Eh, what sort of person 
cultivates plants near a grave, eh? Eh, I swear she employs djinns, eh?” 
Djinns? Muhidin concealed a grin.” Manure, brother. Rotting flesh makes good manure!” 
The man’s eyes bulged at Muhidin. 
Muhidin guffawed. 
Days later Muhidin felt himself edging away from the night conversations without 
admitting to himself why. He had been about to jump into the conclusion of a debate about 
Arsenal vs. Manchester United, in praise of Chelsea FC, when he realised he was on the outside 
looking in. The same thing happened again three nights later. The island tailor was boasting 
about his wife. “The flower of flowers. . .” Muhidin stretched his arms and yawned. Faking 
casualness, he wandered away, pursing his lips to produce a discordant whistle tune. He looked 
around as if for a pee bush. But out of sight of his mates, he dashed all the way up to his house. 
 
 
Muhidin felt his way up the stairs and into his bedroom. There he showered before falling into 
bed where an odd electric current sensation seized him. What am I doing? He tossed about in 
dampening sheets. “Where is your wife,” those men had once asked him. He had lied. He had 
said he was a widower. “The women are beautiful here,” the men comforted him. The women  
were. The men offered to intercede for him. 
In his bed Muhidin sought to evoke the image of women who had been intimates of his life. 
After his first wife, he had married three others—delicate beings. They would have divorced him 
by now. Wasn’t there one in Pondicherry? Or was it Mocca? Beira? Definitely. 
Too many gaps to account for. 
He had lost the threads of lies he told to gain access to soft, scented bodies, and the lies he 
wove to extricate himself from permanent commitments. With a pang, he now wondered about 
his children—those he knew about, the ones his life choices had sought to escape from.  
His heart shuddered. He spoke the condensation of his fears into that darkness: Am I to die 
alone? He had lived hard. He had wanted it that way—disregarding inner whimpering aches, 
preferring this to the possessive disorders of lusts, erratic jealousies, overwrought demands that 
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passed for love and its sufferings. He refused to surrender his spirit to stifling, wounding 
domesticity. He defined that as insanity. Fortunately for him, fresh horizons always beckoned to 
him a man who was most himself in the midst of uncertainty.  
But now: What am I waiting for? A thought contradicted him. Who? Muhidin turned over in 
his bed, trying to avoid memory. Raziya; his first wife. He had divorced her when he was 
nineteen and she eighteen. Raziya was a sweet, trusting island girl, vulnerable to the sort of 
flattery— mndani, and mpenzi wangu — that Muhidin ladled out. They had eloped. They 
returned to the island married. Seven months later she gave birth to twin boys, Tawfiq and 
Ziriyab. 
Three days later, Kenya, the restarted country, lowered the Union Jack and raised a red-
green-black-white standard. Raziya’s father, Haroun, an erudite man striving for tolerance, who 
had almost read at Oxford University, had tried hard to embrace this rough-hewn fisherman son-
in-law. He even turned over one of his houses to his daughter hoping the cultured environment 
would have both a cleansing and enlightening effect on the man.  
It had indoor ablutions. 
“Dowry,” the father had explained to Muhidin. The house’s elegant lines and spaces, rows 
of book shelves, and old, delicate Chinese plates had scared Muhidin, who stumbled into and 
broke a two-hundred-year-old Persian vase on his first foray across the threshold. He took to 
spending days and nights at sea to avoid being near it. He darted hither thither to avoid the 
father-in-law who was always attempting conversations with him. 
“We are now Kenya,” Father-in-Law said of the new flag fluttering on a new 
administrative shed. 
“So?” Muhidin had replied. “Will it improve the fish stock?” He was not being rude; he 
had simply wanted to understand what ‘Kenya’ meant. Father-in-Law had tried for one more 
year before giving up so totally that he arranged a more suitable affiliation for his daughter with 
a childless but respectable merchant cousin from Yemen. Soon after that, Father-in-Law 
contrived a morning fishing trip with Muhidin. Mid-sea, he produced an envelope with eight 
thousand shillings and an introduction to a ship captain in Mombasa. In exchange, he pleaded 
with Muhidin to divorce his daughter and effect a permanent disappearance from the vicinity of 
the territories of the East African coast forever. 
Muhidin had glared at Haroun. But bored with the island, and weary of everybody’s 
improvement schemes for him, Muhidin seized the deal and took off before Father-in-Law 
Haroun reconsidered. 
Yet, years later Muhidin had drifted back to Pate. Everything now seemed smaller, 
shabbier, and still preoccupied with trivialities. He had still been restless. Yet in his bed, in the 
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gloom of the decayed glory of the coral house he had once shunned, he allowed himself the 
savour of truth: despite all his fleeing, seeking, tricking, escaping, negotiating, working, 
whoring, wondering, reading, lying, learning, wrestling, questioning, seeing, tasting, hearing, and 
journeying, nothing had stuck to his heart, or felt like ‘belonging’, until one dawn a year ago 
when he glimpsed a bright little creature dancing with the sparkling sea. He could not explain to 
himself why this mattered; he could not speak of this to his gossiping brethren. 
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Weeks later, within those cryptic violet-orange moments before sunrise, Muhidin was startled into 
wakefulness by a grating voice calling, “Ayaan? 
It was Abasi, the other muezzin. Abasi was a one-man morality police who modelled 
himself after a Saudi mutawwa. He had, it seemed, discovered the ocean’s dawn companion. 
Muhidin threw on an old kikoi and stumbled down uneven stairs. 
Outside, Abasi bayed, “Ehhh! Mtoto wa nyoka ni nyokaaa!” The child of a snake is a 
snake! Word bruises marking the soul. Muhidin reached for his carved door as, elsewhere, Abasi 
cawed like a starving crow, “Nazi mbovu harabu ya nzima, weeee, Ayaaan?” 
Hearing a child’s light footsteps on the pavement outside his house, Muhidin flung open 
the door. He looked out and there she was: little, thin, doe-eyed, intense, shivering, dripping water 
from a tiny pink t-shirt and faded blue leggings. Her hair covered half her face and her upturned 
nose. Her eyes were red with sea salt. Inside them mischief quivered and blended with fear. The 
child opened and closed her mouth like a marooned fish before hunching over her chest. 
Muhidin stepped backwards into the house and beckoned her in. He pointed at a 
cavernous, hard wood, engraved cupboard—made in Bombay before Bombay became Mumbai. It 
had come via Yemen. Its purpose was to aid concealment. There was a deep shelf inside where 
Muhidin stored his best books, his attar and blossoms—spice-incense experiments lined up 
several drawers. Four hidden compartments kept other secrets. Inside, a two-person, red velvet 
bench snapped into place to create a temporary, yet comfortable, hideaway.  
Ayaan scrambled towards, and disappeared into the cupboard. After shutting his main 
door in haste, Muhidin turned to lock the cupboard door. He pulled out its long key to place under 
his kofia. Muhidin then heard Abasi grunt outside his door: “Mwanaharamu! Today I’ve caught 
you!” Followed by a shuffle and an impatient knock. 
Muhidin took his time releasing the latch, ignoring the sinking feeling in the pit of his 
stomach. There he was. Squat, squint-eyed, and big-toothed Abasi chirping She was here as he 
pecked at the ground with a twisted stick. Leaning over to look, Muhidin saw tiny, fading sand-
water steps led across the porch and into his shop-home. 
“Abasi! Salaam Aleikum. To what guest-spirit do you refer?” Muhidin asked, but moving 
sideways also  surreptitiously swept his hand over a shelf weighted down with maps, magazines 
and books. These fell with a bang to create a small hill that cluttered the entrance.  
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Muhidin huffed, “A thousand possessed books!” He bent to pick up a book. He clutched 
his back with a grimace, “This back! Help me capture these many, many vagabonds . . . ” 
Abasi lifted up clean hands. He also tried to peer over Muhidin’s shoulder to scan the 
room. “I wondered . . . em . . . I saw . . . did you see? Babu, forgive me, I’d like to help you . . . 
did you see a curs-ed child this high?” He estimated Ayaan’s height with a hand. “What? The 
books? Understand… were it not . . . yes . . . you know Farouk, the Agro supplies man . . . not 
good. The tumour’s spread to his forehead. Not good. . .” He was on surer ground now. “I must 
go.” 
Muhidin blew the dust of the jacket of another book into Abasi’s face. His voice 
wheedled, “Just a little while?”  Abasi sneezed, rubbed his eyes, and took four steps back. 
“Understand . . .” He was very firm. He hurried off, down a gnarled street. The morning 
returned to its stillness. There was the smell of the sea—a whiff of the illuminated things of life. 
A bird with a low-pitched voice lifted the morning with a punctuation mark, tong, tong, phee! 
Muhidin unlocked the Bombay Cupboard door. 
“You may emerge, Abeerah,” Muhidin said, “A lazy camel evaporated lest it be invited to 
labour.” 
After four ticking minutes of nothing, a small creature flung a cupboard door aside, leapt 
out, and sailed over book mounds to run smack into Muhidin. It knelt and wrapped its arms 
around his knees. “I’m Ayaan,” it breathed. 
“I know, Abeerah.” 
“I shall love you,” the small being said, before it scattered more books on its way out, 
dashing down an alleyway where it merged with lean shadows. 
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She was eating roses, stuffing petals into her mouth while her mother, Munira, was distracted. 
She chewed rose hip, wanting her mother to explain the thorniness that scraped her tongue. 
Sucking rosewater from her fingers was a treat. Her mother would drop twelve globules into 
their tea, their milk, and their halwa. Sometimes, when her mother was frightened, and had 
called her over to her bed, she would reach for the tiny rose water bottle under her pillow and 
scatter its content as a prayer shroud over the both of them. 
Before eating the roses, the girl had been struggling to know what it was about her that 
scared other parents. She did everything to be the ‘same-as’ their children: walking like Khadija, 
talking like Atiya, smiling like Maimouna, chasing crabs in the mangroves with the boys, and 
donating the choicest findings to Suleiman, leader of the pack, straining at the unfairness of this, 
but shutting off her rebellion in order to be a part of something. 
That afternoon, a parent had found Ayaan skipping rope with Atiya, while Farah, 
Mwanajuma, Rehema, and Ruquiya counted. The parent had hissed as if she were a stinking dog. 
He threw pebbles at her, “Nenda zako!” Go away. He had picked up a thin stick with which to 
menace her. At first her playmates laughed. Then they became silent. Two of the girls started to 
cry, unsure of what Bad Thing to be frightened of. 
Later, Munira, her mother, had found Ayaan hunched into herself on a yellow chair in a 
dark corner of their kitchen, pressing a shabby green-gold photo album to her stomach. Neither 
Munira, nor Ayaan ever discussed the stuffed collection of snapshots from Munira’s childhood, 
the people frozen by light, who were now absent from their lives. Much later, Munira would 
again conceal the album in a dark, dank corner of her cupboard, still unable to throw it away, but 
praying that the damp and fungus and ants would save them from still hoping for impossible 
restorations. 
Munira had knelt before her daughter, tugging at the album until it left Ayaan’s hands.  
Ayaan had whispered, “Ma-aa, mababu wetu wako wapi?” Where’s our peoples?” 
Munira had not answered. 
Ayaan said, “They here don’t wants me at all, at all.” 
“Who?” 
“Big peoples.” Montage of interruptions: skipping, tadpole hunting, marble playing, shell 
gathering, earthworm digging. Mangrove hide-and-seek. “Is Ayaan bad?” Scrunching her face, 
refusing to cry. 
 31 
Seeing the question squelch light in her child’s eyes, pain cut into Munira. In that moment 
she would have surrendered her soul to the first grey-feathered djinn who could teach her how 
to spare her daughter the turmoil of inherited sorrows. She grabbed Ayaan’s right hand, pulled 
her to her feet, while announcing in a cheery voice, “Come, lulu, let’s go and hunt roses.” 
Munira’s heart-gaze sought beauty as a parched soul hunts for water. Craving loveliness, 
she built on colour until the greens became the green they were created to be. She trusted scent. 
For her it was unfiltered presence, and therefore truthful. She tended flowers and herbs, tugging 
and caressing at excesses until the plants revealed the core of their essence in precise smells that 
also evoked a particular way and space of seeing. Seeking roses, borrowing roses, scents that 
bled tenderness. This was one of Ayaan’s other pastimes, which included watching sea rocks 
turn to shadow just before sunset, and befriending scrawny, fish-searching, pointy-eared island 
cats with their large prescient eyes. The cats’ inclination to disappear with the onset of new 
moon tides forced Ayaan into a cycle of affection and heartbreak and affection again. 
Seeking roses, borrowing roses, scents that bled tenderness. Munira and Ayaan had 
plucked small petals from the wild rose bush draped over the ancient tombs. Its flowering was 
irregular— sometimes light for sweetness, other times dark for atonement. 
Rose water rinsed shame, filled sorrow’s crevices, and purged guilt. Rose water tempered 
the fears and longing that, in the pits of nights, would emerge and seize Munira, who would 
leap out of bed and flee her house, hurtling towards the sea. There, if the waves were broiling, 
she might scream to the echo of their ebb and flow, their fleeting reach, their never-quite 
arrivals. 
Seeking roses, borrowing roses, scents that bled tenderness. Munira and Ayaan had 
hurried back to their cool, coral-stone home with their floral bounty. There, Munira rinsed a 
green saucepan to boil water for half the roses. There, she glanced three times at Ayaan, her 
child of abandonment, child of loss, fruit of shuttered dreams. 
The water bubbled. Ayaan’s eyes grew bigger and bigger. Lost in creating, mystery and 
delight had displaced grief. She lifted her head to catch her mother’s eyes so they could laugh 
together. Munira lowered her face, connecting with Ayaan’s forehead. They were eye-to-eye, 
eyelashes entangling just like their softly-softly touching souls. 
The water was cooling. Munira sighed, “Lulu, drop half the petals into the bowl. One at a 
time.” 
Ayaan did, folding them in, stirring the water. 
Seeing her mother was distracted, her gaze fixed beyond the sea, Ayaan sneaked the 
largest petals into her mouth, scalding her fingers. She watched the petals, watched her mother, 
returned to watching how the petals settled in the water, and she scooped a clutch to eat. In 
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another bowl, untouched rose petals waited. They would bleed their essence into heated, pure 
coconut oil. The blend, a costly elixir, served Munira’s work, which was to cover women with 
beauty, even those who called her a fragrant whore. 
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A persistent ‘tong, tong, tong’ drilled into Muhidin’s past-midnight dreaming. It took another ten 
minutes for him to understand that the banging came from a door that was not inside his dreams. 
His eyes snapped open. Tong, tong, tong. Tong, tong, tong. Groggy, livid, grumbling, he 
wrapped a kikoi around his waist, and proceeded down the stairs, stumbling against the staircase 
and wounding his big toe. “Makende!” He yelped. By the time he had dragged aside the lock, 
caught the skin of his thumb in between the clasps, howled again, and wrenched open the door, 
he was ready to commit murder. 
There she was again. A little girl shifting from left foot to right with bright eyed urgency. 
“Hurry! Come, see now.” She tugged at his arms. “Hurry!” She pleaded, trying to drag him out. 
His bewildered, “What?” But he followed her. 
“Run.” She called. 
Fire? An emergency. He raced after her. She was steps ahead of him and kept looking back. 
Hurry, her arms beckoned. He wondered if he should have carried bandages. 
 
They arrived at a promontory, from where they could see a placid tide below, feel a cool breeze 
that soon warmed up, hear whispery night creatures—an invisible reptile’s mono-toned croak—
and smell night jasmine. Above, the sky tossed lights across eternity, splashing white, blue, 
yellow, and red sparks in the sky, which was reflected in the black mirror water.  
The child, tugging at Muhidin’s arm, then whispered, “Who doinged this?”  
She peered into his face as if he must know, as if she suspected he had something to do with 
all this. He had turned to look. He looked until he saw the night sky for the first time again.  
No answer. 
So he lied to her because he did not want to be ordinary in her eyes. He lied because she 
was certain he knew everything. He lied because he could not endure disappointing her. Muhidin 
whispered back. He said, “Almighty.” He lied because he did not believe, yet he said ‘Almighty’ 
as if they were intimates, he and the Almighty. “Almighty,” he repeated. He saw the oooohs take 
over her eyes. Her awe was for him. He consumed it. Silently, they watched the sky.  
She asked, “Where we is going?” 
He did not know the answer to that either. He had lost his way long ago. He watched the 
sky. 
She said, “A small-of-star-insided-your-eyes,” delighted, she asked, “Can-I-touch?” She 
did not wait for his yes or no. She touched tears. She thought they were star fragments.  
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And they sat on the edge of a promontory, the ageing man and the little girl, peeping at 
stars. She pointed. He saw the spaces between stars again. They sat on the edge, the man and the 
girl, and the wind caused a tree’s tiny branch to mark time with an intermittent ‘tang’, as a pair 
of humans witnessed the luminous passage of stars. 
She drifted into sleep curled up against his body, cupping her own face. He listened to tiny 
snores and watched stars and listened to the ocean as an in-between-time bird whistled at him. 
Muhidin then remembered that Ayaan ought to be in her bed. 
Hesitant, fearful of breaking her and her dreams, he stooped low to lift her up. He carried 
her, walking with slow steps. When he reached her front door, he stood and frowned. If he 
knocked, she would get into trouble. So he whispered, “Abeerah.” Mwanangu. My child. 
Unbidden thought. He deleted it. “Abeerah.” He repeated. 
She stirred. She saw him. She smiled. She yawned. Now aware of their surroundings, she 
asked, “You bringed Ayaan!” 
“Yes, Abeerah.” 
She held his face with tiny hands. “Now I go,” she said. “Don’t be scared. Wait till I gone 
inside.” He lowered her to the ground. “You wait,” she commanded. 
Muhidin watched as she skipped five metres away from the door. Leg up, she stood on a 
window ledge, lifted another leg to stretch across what looked like a string-thick ledge. A mid-air 
leap and she was clinging to a water pipe, with which she shinned up to a high window. She 
squeezed through this. Soon a tiny hand appeared to flutter a ‘bye-bye’ before disappearing. 
Somewhere in the distance a cockerel crowed. Apart from Muhidin’s soft, stunned breathing and 
the distant movement of ceaseless waves, most of everything became calm again. 
 
 
It was as long as her middle finger, and as thin as her mother’s largest sewing needle. There was 
yellow-gold and red on its head and red inside its eyes. Its small chest was olive and brown and 
she could see the brown of the table through fine, fine wings made of pale orange light. Muhidin 
made Ayaan repeat its name in four languages: Matapiojos. Libylula. Naaldekoker. Dragonfly. 
Muhidin said, “To learn the inside of a thing speak its name in three languages.” 
Ayaan intoned, “Matapiojos-libylula-naaldekoker-dragonfly. She clasped her hands, 
squeezing them, listening for the essence of dragonflies. 
 
Lying flat on her belly near the mangroves close to the half-moon shaped tombs that were ruins, 
Ayaan had waited most of the afternoon for the right dragonfly to show. When it had landed on a 
twig, she crawled, stalked, and captured it. It had curled over to bite at her fingers, but she 
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managed to stick it in one of her mother’s small covered bowls. Taking slow steps, clutching the 
bowl, Ayaan brought it to Muhidin. He had been reading one of his books when she appeared at 
his door. It was an hour before dusk. 
She said, “Shikamoo, Babu.” 
“Marahaba,” he had replied, his soul uneasy. She was sauntering into his life unsought, 
unwanted, bearing a fragile heart in big eyes, and offering this to him, unasked for. 
“I finded it,” she said, “for you.” Darts of stifled delight danced inside her eyes.  
He laid aside the book. “Oh?” And sighed. 
“See?” 
With reluctance, Muhidin had taken the bowl. He opened it and found a comatose 
dragonfly inside. It was still stunned when he stretched it out on the flat surface of a low table 
and knelt to look more closely at it. Ayaan leaned in, clinging to Muhidin’s shoulders. Her right 
foot in patched red Bata slippers stood on his left foot. “You like him-it?” she asked. 
“This luminous presence? Thank you. I do.” 
Ayaan swung to and fro, pleased with herself. “Me, I found it, only alone.” They watched 
the creature. She remembered something else. “Him-it bited me here.” She showed her finger. 
Muhidin touched that finger, looking at her. He pursed his lips. “She was afraid.” 
“Why?” 
“She is so so small, Abeerah is so so big. See?” 
Ayaan’s eyes watered. Silence. Then she whispered. She held Muhidin’s hand. “Never 
wanted ’er to be afraid. Only wanted to give you a good. Ayaan is not bad.” 
A soft, warm spasm spread across Muhidin’s chest. Abeerah. Unsettled, not knowing what 
to do, he used a gruff voice to teach Ayaan other words for ‘Kereng'ende’: Matapiojos-Libylula-
Naaldekoker-Dragonfly. She had repeated the sounds with ease. 
 
Then Ayaan wanted to tell Muhidin a secret. She held back. Big people never wanted to hear 
what she said. They clicked their tongues. Some said, “Debe shinda haliachi kusukasuka.” A 
half-empty tin does not stop shaking. 
Muhidin watched the moods shift across Ayaan’s face. Saw her shoulders rise as if elated, 
and then collapse, leaving an unuttered question dangling on her lips. She swallowed it and 
rested her face on the table, eyes almost level with the slow-stirring dragonfly. 
She turned to gaze at Muhidin. 
Don’t speak, Muhidin wanted to beg. Go away. While an other voice beseeched, What, 
Abeerah? 
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Ayaan held out for another thirty seconds. She got up abruptly, body stiffening with 
decision: “You are now my father.” Then she exploded into tears, body shivering from the shock 
of her words of longing. 
“Oof!” Muhidin puffed, as if punched. 
Words.  
Their presence. 
Muhidin pulled away. Motionless. Now ears buzzing. Now thoughts lurching. He who had 
wandered long and alone holding onto nothing, he who was so used to leaving. . . he had never 
been claimed before. She was crying. But he leaned close to learn the essence of this, the fact 
that words could tear into entrails. This. Child. Her dragonfly. Those words. She sobbed bereft, 
as if she had lost everything. Muhidin reached out to clasp Ayaan’s tiny hand even though 
warning bells pinged all over his body. This child. Her dragonfly. Entwined hands. His hands 
were oversize and wizened. Rough, hairy, knotted, and hard etched with the memory of profane 
and obscene things they had sought and touched. He dragged them away from her. This child. 
Her tears. Now his hand hovered above Ayaan’s head. They dropped. They were dropped. They 
fell of their own volition. His hands touched a crying child’s head. “Haya basi, haya, Abeerah,” 
Muhidin muttered. 
Ayaan hiccupped her tears to an end and gulped down breath. She then threw her whole 
being onto him, clinging to his neck, a hand to his face. She giggled: a joyful ringing. For 
Muhidin, silence; her breath was warm against his neck and ear, changing him. She murmured 
something. He knelt with her in his arms. He was unsurprised when she fell asleep. He watched a 
red-eyed dragonfly shake itself alert, crawl to the end of a small table, spread gossamer wings, 
and fly away, blending with evening’s light seeping through his window. 
 
 
She kept her vow. She loved him. He learned to stoop to meet her eyes. She expected this: eye-
to-eye conversations. She needed to see what a gaze contained. Ayaan told everyone—except her 
mother—that Muhidin was now her father 
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Muhidin began to tutor Ayaan’s gush of hows, whens and whos. He made her take her whys to 
books, retrieving one or another from amidst his dark clutter. He read to her daily. 
“What it means?” she asked. “In three languages?” 
He told her to seek answers in her own words, which was better than speaking three 
languages. She returned to tell him of characters in stories read, what they did and thought and 
said to her in the words close friends use to describe one other. Muhidin told her, “Books are 
emissaries from other worlds.” He enforced an ‘English-only’ rule whenever she crossed his 
threshold to learn. “English is the language of diplomacy, it has big ears over all the world.” He 
explained that words were collecting in his shop and plotting to form a single perfect word, which 
could contain the world. 
She believed him. “Is it doned? The word? Has it finished?”  
“Done.” Muhidin corrected. 
“Yes?” 
“No,” Muhidin said, “say ‘Is it done’?” 
“Done.” She repeated as she tiptoed into rooms with books.  
Muhidin inclined his head to listen, then shook his head, finger to lips. “Not done.” 
“When?” 
Muhidin told Ayaan to take her whens into silence. So she asked, “Where was I before I 
was born?” He said, “Somewhere.” She asked, “Where’s that?” He put a finger to his lips. 
“In silence?” she whispered. 
Muhidin tried not to laugh. 
Ayaan guzzled down what Muhidin gave, however badly: basic mathematics, geography, 
the sea, history, poetry, astronomy mediated in English, Kiswahili, sailor Portuguese, Arabic, old 
Persian, and Hindi. She especially wanted to know about the sea. “And the ocean?” She asked. 
“How you read the ocean?” One Friday she picked up a large atlas to find out where she was. She 
did not find herself. There was no place-marker for Pate Island. No colour-brown or colour-green 
to suggest her existence within the sea. She started to wonder about places that could not be seen. 
“Where . . . ” She turned to Muhidin. 
“Shhhh,” he shushed and looked over his shoulder as if something were listening. As she 
imitated his cautious posture he told her that wheres were tricky things. They wanted to be 
experienced, not explained. She nodded. 
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Music amplified what they could not learn from books. The music lessons were 
ecumenical. Algerian Raï, Bangla, Kora, the symphonies of Gholma-Reza Minbashian and Mehdi 
Hosseini, and every sample of taarab they could get their hands on. No contemporary 
outpourings, which—Muhidin explained to Ayaan—were the same kind of screeching. She 
believed him. Mid-afternoon one Tuesday, Muhidin read something from the poetry of Hafiz. 
First in broken Persian, then translated into Kiswahili. “O heart, if only once you experience the 
light of purity/Like a laughing candle, you can abandon the life you live in your head . . . ” 
“What is him saying?” She asked. 
“You’ll know.” 
“Now!” she demanded. 
“No. First listen.” 
 
Whenever she retreated into her house, Ayaan spoke to the books she borrowed from Muhidin, 
which now lived under her pillow. You sit here. You are funny. Hide, she’s coming. She would 
read under sheets with a torch after saying goodnight to her mother. 
 
Two months later, Muhidin found Ayaan’s charcoal lines, curves, shapes, and maths sums drawn 
across steps leading to his door. Muhidin waited for her the next day with a cloth and soap bucket. 
She appeared with a scrawny dirt-white creature purring on her shoulders. She stared up at his 
scowling face. Her voice trembling, she cried, “Did Ayaan do bad?” 
Muhidin’s face softened. “No. Just the wrong medium.” 
She had to put the kitten down. “What is ‘medium’?” she sighed. 
“I’ll show you when my stones are spotless again.” 
After she finished wiping the stonework, Muhidin had brought down a patched-together 
calligraphy set. He had once intended to experience the difference between Kufic and Naskh art 
for himself. He gave her the books and a large, white sheet of paper. Ayaan clutched these. 
“Mine?” she whispered. 
“Indeed!” Muhidin added, “Now trace the words you love until they walk inside your 
dreams.” 
 
 
Lurking in Muhidin’s shop, Ayaan saw Muhidin dispense under-the-counter remedies to people 
who whispered their needs through shuttered windows, pleading for help in love, hope, fecundity, 
peace, acceptance, mercy, exorcism, wealth and health. She told him, “Teach me.” 
“No.” 
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“Yes.” 
“Watch me,” he sighed. “No words.” 
 
Ayaan watched Muhidin ease out the inner life in seed, fruit, root, bark, berry, crushed leaves and 
crushed petals. She saw him blend anise, basil, camomile; kisibiti, kalpasi, kurundu; pilipili 
manga, pilipili hoho; tangawizi, cafarani, nanaa; langilangi, lavani, kiluwa, karafuu. Later, she 
told him her mother worked with flowers and water and oil, and that on their rooftop tiny white 
night jasmine petals—collected at night and drowned in distilled water—were giving up their 
essence under the sun. She asked if he had ever eaten rose petals. And then she fed him four. He 
told her that the rose was a prophetess among flowers. He said that when flowers were created, 
the rose was sent to seduce humanity’s heart for God. Then Muhidin showed Ayaan how to 
replenish the drooping soul of herbs with a drop of rose oil. 
 
At dawn, he showed her other things he knew: how to learn the sea with the senses and the skin; 
how to find dimensions in liquid, place, space, and timelessness; how to read water, to listen to its 
mood, and discover its intentions; how to see with other eyes. Ayaan learned that desires do not 
inhabit surfaces. In their aquatic world, in their conversations with water, feeling the currents on 
her skin and tasting the salt on her tongue, she learned the way of tides. Ayaan found other ways 
of hearing the sea. She got to know something of what the winds desired. Ebbing: disappearing, 
becoming of the sea. Flowing: returning, rolling on the sands. The only thing Muhidin refused to 
teach her was how to hunt deepwater fish with lanterns at night.  
She sulked.  
He ignored her. 
“Mehdi will show me,” she threatened. 
Almaaz Mehdi was the reticent boat repairman. When he spoke, his words tended to be 
questions. He worked—creating or repairing boats out of wood, fire, rope, and prayer—in a ritual 
and routine that, for him, was unchanging. “No he won’t,” countered Muhidin. 
Ayaan sighed. He was right. “Can you make a boat?” 
“Nope.” 
“Mehdi can.” 
“Go to Mehdi then.” 
“Nope,” she replied. 
But later, that afternoon, they walked the distance to the part of the island that was Mehdi’s 
circle, filled with the sounds of his woodwork, fire, prayer and radio tide reports. On arriving, 
Muhidin lifted Ayaan into the stranded remains of a sea going dhow that was far too damaged to 
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be repairable. From inside the stranded vessel, they watched Mehdi and listened to the sea. 
Ayaan’s adopted kitten found and joined them. 
 
 
Muhidin had decided to cobble together the dangling parts of his almost-colour television set 
that was still attached to an ancient VHS to prepare a lesson for Ayaan. He rummaged among a 
pyramid of books, layered with enough dust to grow an herb garden, and retrieved his favourite 
videos. In these new lessons, just as Muhidin had twenty-three years ago, Ayaan discovered 
Bollywood. 
‘Haathi mere Saathi’.  
She watched it once. Twice. Four times. Muhidin rewound the tape. They sang with 
Kishore Kamal. They caterwauled everyday: “Chal chal chal mere saathi/ o mere haathi/ chal 
le chal khataaraa kheench ke.” Muhidin’s voice sounded like a bullfrog inside a clogged 
drainpipe. That did not stop them. They danced. They sang: “He he he/ho ho ho ho.” 
Ayaan loved him the way he was. 
Abeerah. An inflow of light into his carbuncled existence. Without knowing it, Muhidin’s 
life waited for the morning’s moment when a child appeared on his doorstep, sometimes 
preceded by an almost-white kitten that purred non-stop, and that had learned to scratch at his 
door to be allowed in. One night, Muhidin started to laugh like an old lorry starting up. His 
voice gathered power, fed by sound. He guffawed as he had never before, head tossed back, 
clutching his hurting stomach. Something the child had said. He couldn’t recall the words, but 
he remembered the feeling of it. He laughed until his fingers brushed his face and touched tears, 
which soaked his pillow. It was in that sleepless, joyful night that he realised the extent to which 
he had underestimated the force of love, its pain and dreadful persistence, and how much like 
fear it also was. 
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Munira, who had learned to cushion herself from innuendos and insults, did not notice the 
mutterings about Ayaan’s new relationship until almost six months later. One Friday afternoon, 
after prayers, distracted by the heat, cursing the morning’s two ungrateful customers who had 
haggled her into exhaustion, she walked towards the shops. The sight of Ayaan’s schoolteacher, 
Mwalimu Juma Hamid, lolling about, startled her. Imagining it was the school’s half-term she 
hurried towards him to ask about Ayaan’s school results, which she had not seen. As she 
approached, Mwalimu Juma asked Hudhaifa the Shirazi, a fabric vendor and avid reader—if he 
knew to what school of mannerless ease Ayaan had been transferred. 
Munira halted. Fear flickered across her face. She looked from one to the other, 
eavesdropping. Mwalimu continued, “This morning I watched the little thing crawling on the 
beach like a slug, with Baadawi the Apostate, half-dressed and unshaven, looming over her. Over-
familiar, I say. Alarming habits. Uncivilised. That’s what I say.” 
Hudhaifa, with his perfect black skin gleaming smooth and touchable in the sun, leaned to 
gasp loud enough for Munira to hear. 
Mwalimu Juma rubbing his greying hair, continued, “Money shops for mischief. Mischief. 
That’s what I say.” 
Hudhaifa loved storylines, whether imagined or not. He lifted a hand to secure Munira’s 
attention. “Is that you mama Ayaan? Have you . . .” He stopped. 
Munira had evaporated. Hudhaifa glanced at the slightly hennaed nail tips of his fat ringed 
fingers still clutching Mwalimu Julius Nyerere’s translation of The Merchant of Venice. 
“There’ll be trouble.” Eyes glowing, his glee met Mwalimu Juma’s sneer. 
 
Imagine a firestorm. Imagine that it is a dust devil. Imagine its fierceness as a growl that also 
contains a sibilant sound. But first—“Ayaaaaaan!” An insane mother’s howling. 
 
There was a corresponding stillness inside Muhidin’s shop where Ayaan had been trying to create 
pear-shaped calligraphy. Muhidin studied a map of ancient seas, still wearing a faded pink piece 
of cloth around his waist, which he had tied to emulate Hussein Fahmy in the Egyptian movie 
Khalli Balak Min Zouzou that he and Ayaan had watched. She had needed a foil for her 
performance as the belly dancing Soad Hosni. 
From the outside a bellow: “Ayaaaaaan!” 
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Ayaan leapt out of her chair, slipped beneath Muhidin’s arms, tugged open the door of the 
Bombay cupboard, and crawled into it. From the inside she prepared Muhidin.  
“She kicks doors in, so don’t lock yours.” After a slight pause, she added, “She’ll lift you 
with your ears, but it’ll won’t hurt for long. If you rub it the hurting goes away.” 
Muhidin, still tottering from Ayaan’s speedy scramble, asked, “Who?” 
She said, “Mamangu.” My mother. “You, you’ll call her ‘Bi Munira’.” 
Muhidin said, “I will.” A brief silence followed and then, “Abeerah?” 
“Eh?” she replied from within the cupboard. 
“Why’ll Bi Munira lift me up with my ears?” 
“Mhhh . . . maybe 	   ’cause she doesn’t know you’re my father. Ahhhmmm . . . maybe ’cause I stopped going to that school—they don’t like me and I don’t like them. Maybe ’cause I 
didn’t tell her I live here, but only in the daytime, so it doesn’t matter, maybe.” 
Muhidin nodded. “Anything else, maybe?” 
The cupboard door clicked shut. 
Muhidin sat down to wait. 
 
Imagine a cloud-to-ground flash of lightning. 
 
Munira materialised on Muhidin’s porch, crossed into the foyer, and entered the reception area 
that was also the Books & Other Things shop. She slipped the niqab from her face and glanced 
around the space, filling it with the wrath of uncreated primal forces. Muhidin tried a pre-emptive 
strike: “Hujavuka mto, simtukane mamba.” 
Munira’s anguish turned to hatred, which condensed into dead calm. Eyes red, Munira 
dropped anchor. Her voice was ice. “You? A crocodile?” 
Outside, the echoes of receding waves. Inside, Muhidin experienced the encyclopaedic 
scope of Munira’s knowledge of arcane and contemporary insults. Muhidin kept his head low and 
imagined himself a sea-rock. Ten minutes later, the verbal battering ended and Munira growled, 
“Where’s my baby, you piece of filth?” 
Point a finger, start a quarrel. Muhidin sighed. He was old. He was tired. He craved 
peace. He limped to the Bombay cupboard and flung its doors open. “Out,” he snarled at Ayaan. 
Ayaan cowered, covered her face. “Out,” Muhidin howled. “Your foul-mouthed fiend is here.” 
Ayaan crept out, shivering. Muhidin had never shouted at her. 
“My baby!” Munira shrieked. 
“Noooo!” screamed Ayaan. 
“Ayaan!” Munira lowered the pitch of her voice. 
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Ayaan reached for Muhidin’s hand and grabbed it. He shook it and her away. She 
returned, clung, dangled, rotated on the limb, and shouted at her mother, “He is my father. Mine. 
My father.” 
Muhidin extricated himself by peeling each of Ayaan’s fingers from his arm. “Go!” he 
said, lifting her in the direction of the door. 
Ayaan froze, staring at him. “Ah! Go!” Muhidin lifted his hand. Munira rushed towards 
Muhidin. “Don’t even . . . ” Muhidin turned to Munira, large eyes popping. “Begone, witch,” he 
said. “Both of you. Disappear forever.” 
Munira grabbed Ayaan and pulled her away. Ayaan was as still and stunned as a small 
bird in a toothless cat’s jaw. But she grabbed the threshold frame, watching Muhidin, her eyes 
double in size. She hurled, “You throw me away. You . . . you throw me away.” 
 
Muhidin hears a child’s shrill, post-storm litany. He hears bewilderment in a mother’s voice. 
Munira: Why? 
I won’t go. 
Munira: Who? 
He’s my father. 
Munira: What? 
He’s my teacher. 
Munira: How? 
Him, I love. 
Munira: Why? 
I’ll stay with him forever. 
Munira: What? 
You go away. You are bad. Bad! 
Munira: Why? 
A child wails. 
Munira: Ayaan! Stop it this second. Stop it! 
Noooooo! 
A slap echoes. 
Muhidin flinches. 
Another one. 
He flinches. 
Another 
Flinch. 
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Silence. 
End of clamour. 
 
 
His house was quiet. Muhidin murmured, “Abeerah.” His house was still. His heart had split. He 
saw the incomplete shape of a bird on paper and felt a cold, hard knife sensation slicing his guts. 
The cramp of sorrow forced him to hunch over his heart. Again he murmured, “Abeerah.” 
 
For three days it sounded as if some dreadful easterly wind was stabbing the sea, which, with 
diminishing howls, succumbed to its wounds under Muhidin’s unbroken gaze from a tall balcony 
window. 
 
A resolute and ceaseless pounding shook his door in the thick of night. Muhidin, who had been 
struggling to sleep, eased himself out of bed, wrapped himself in a grey kikoi, and descended the 
stairs. The pounding intensified as he crossed the courtyard into the foyer. He unlatched the door. 
He looked out then moved it aside. 
Munira’s body thrummed with fear and fatigue. Ayaan’s swollen eyes searched Muhidin’s 
face. Muhidin cringed at the limpid ache there, at the naked soul in her gaze. He translated her 
imploring look. He knelt down, eyes level to hers. “No,” he said. “No, Abeerah.” Her mouth 
trembled as a teardrop reached her chin. She sniffed. He stroked her brows, saying, “A father to 
throw away his own? No.” 
The spill-over in Ayaan’s eyes dried up then and she sniffed away whatever lingered. She 
leaned over. Her forehead touched Muhidin’s. Unsmiling, she tilted her head to ask, “Never, 
ever?” 
“Never.” 
“Ever?” 
“Ever.” 
She stood on tiptoe, a long bird half a second before flight: “You promise?” 
Muhidin hesitated, and then he nodded. She was chewing on a finger, frowning. “You 
love me.” 
Muhidin blinked. A lump filled his throat, choked off his air supply, and made him dizzy. 
Seizing the moment, not the future and its consequences, he let go, wordless. He nodded again. 
Ayaan cupped his face, forehead furrowed, studying his eyes. Then copying him, she nodded 
and slipped under his arms to continue her interrupted calligraphy, which was still on the table. 
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Munira shifted, not knowing where to begin. She gestured, “She hasn’t eaten,” she said. 
Muhidin said nothing. 
“She’s mourned you,” Munira said, a catch in her throat. She bent her head. 
Muhidin remained silent. 
She said, “She wouldn’t talk to me.” 
His silence continued. 
“Tell me what to do now?” Munira moved close to Muhidin. He noticed her low-voiced 
huskiness, her direct gaze, her perfume. Her new meekness made Muhidin squint his eyes. 
“Forgive me. I was wrong,” she added. 
He looked at her. 
Munira asked, “How did it happen?” 
He gazed at her steadily. 
“You . . . her?” 
He continued to gaze silently. 
“Fix it,” she begged. 
Muhidin laughed. 
At himself. 
At her. 
He laughed until he had to wipe his eyes. 
Munira pleaded, “What will she do when you leave her?” 
Muhidin grunted. 
“May I sit down?”  
Munira collapsed into a wooden chair above which books loomed, about to spill over. She 
stared through his books, drained, a portrait of devastation. Muhidin decided to sit across from her 
in a tilted chair with yellowed stuffing popping out. He watched her, the crushed hauteur—traces 
of her cultivated youth. Its sullied state satisfied the resentful fisherman within him. Shadows on 
her angular shape mirrored the loping geography of their island, and her air of displaced, 
permanent loneliness blended with the perfume of nearby blooming night jasmine. She was 
hugging her body, in this room filled with knick-knacks from all over the world piled up like 
flaked-off memories. Muhidin’s eyes, camera-like, sought and captured small Munira-details 
from different angles. He leaned forward. He was already familiar with her shadow, now he saw 
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the gap between her front teeth. A subsiding sensation all of a sudden dragged at Muhidin as if the 
debris of an unknown life had fallen on him. 
“You choose us,” Munira said, making certain he heard the ‘us’. She continued, “Choose 
us and you lose your good name and standing here.” Sarcasm underlined the word ‘standing’. 
Muhidin mouth trembled on the edge of laughter. 
She asked, “You don’t care?” 
Muhidin grinned. It had not occurred to him to worry about ‘standing’. She misread his 
look. “We amuse you.” 
Muhidin at last spoke. “Listen, woman, do whatever you want. The girl, well, since we’ve 
chosen each other . . .” He studied Munira; her squirm satisfied him. “Since we’ve chosen each 
other, and I’m not going away, we’ll share her life. You can live with that as I shall.” 
A sound from Ayaan. They both turned to see Ayaan standing on her toes and using her 
whole body to colour in the script that made a bird, using a red felt pen. 
Muhidin did not consider then that Munira had neither agreed to nor rejected his offer. 
Munira asked instead, “How did she find you?” 
Remembering Ayaan’s pre-sunrise excursions, Muhidin half-smiled. “We found each 
other. The sea. It calls for such meetings.” 
The sea? Munira wondered, staring at Muhidin, looking for the trick, aware of unsaid 
things, of Ayaan listening behind her for what else Muhidin might reveal. Munira experienced a 
twinge in the soul about hidden corners in her daughter’s life, a flare of fury at a stranger who 
alone was privy to these places. “She calls you ‘father’. In public,” Munira said. “Do you know 
that?” 
Ayaan’s pen hovered. 
Muhidin answered, “Then I am.” 
Ayaan hugged herself. Munira said, “You don’t understand.” 
“Tell me.” 
“I’m supposed to be a lustful sorceress, old man, ensnaring even . . . ” Munira hesitated, 
looking Muhidin up and down. “Even the likes of you.” 
Muhidin’s chuckle exploded. Ayaan laughed with him, joyful, not knowing that her 
mother was shrinking and shamed that the low-class, wrinkled, shaggy beast in front of her 
imagined she was beneath him. She stretched out her legs and waited for the laughter to 
subside. Still stinging, she said, “I wouldn’t marry you. Not even for her.” 
Muhidin retorted, “I won’t ask.” 
Munira retaliated, “So then, what do I call you? Babu? You’re old, but are you old enough 
to be my grandfather?” 
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“Call me, ‘mpenzi’?” Muhidin offered roguishly. He waggled his brows. He hoped she 
would sputter at the idea of calling him ‘beloved’. 
Munira was tranquil as she suggested, “Why settle for ‘mpenzi’ when I can just call you 
‘nyumbu’?” 
With his goat beard and uneven broad body, there was indeed something of the wildebeest 
about Muhidin. Muhidin grimaced. Such a sobriquet would be difficult to outlive. He offered a 
truce. “Something else?” 
“I’ll think about it,” Munira answered. For the first time since Muhidin had seen her, she 
smiled. 
Muhidin turned to Ayaan, who offered him a toothless grin. He waggled his ears at her. 
She giggled. She selected a green crayon to write into her bird’s wing.  
Munira asked, “What’re you teaching her?” 
“Life.” 
“You took her out of school?” 
“She took herself out.” 
Munira nodded. It was possible. Ayaan’s thrill about school and new friendships had 
given way to her returning home roughed up, unspeaking, clench-jawed and wheezing. She 
would cough ceaselessly, eyes streaming. Her asthma would show up on such days. Ayaan did 
not fuss. Munira circled the issue, afraid of complaining about the bullying she suspected, but 
she also knew things would get worse for Ayaan and there were no other schools close by that 
she could afford to send her daughter to. She now glanced at the book-filled room before asking 
Muhidin, “Do you know much?” Munira chewed on her middle fingernail, half hopeful. 
Muhidin shrugged. “Enough. She’ll pass her exams.” 
“Yes?” 
“Mhh.” 
Munira said, “I’ll pay, of course.” 
Muhidin snapped, “Oh stop it!” 
Munira gestured. “Bear with me. I don’t know…don’t know what to do with all this.” 
“This what?” growled Muhidin. 
“You . . . this situation.”  
Muhidin went silent. 
Munira asked, “You pray?” 
“No.” 
“No?” 
“Sometimes to the Creator of sea storms.” 
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“God?” 
“Maybe.” 
“You don’t know?” 
“Do you?” 
Munira bent to stare at her hennaed feet. Wistful. “They say you’re an apostate.” 
“They do.” 
Munira reached over to touch Muhidin’s right knee, eyes welling. “She believes. I can’t 
give her all I want her to have, but I can offer her the hope of limitless goodness. Do you 
understand?” 
Muhidin bowed his head, the essence of night jasmine hovering between them. He gave a 
tight nod. 
“Thank you.” Munira settled back into her seat. 
A clock ticked. Ayaan drew. Munira stared at the room, the books. Muhidin watched 
Munira. 
Munira shifted and said, “Old man, my one child is possessed by a desire to gaze upon 
you as if you were the light in the Prophet’s camel’s eye, and since you’ve tied your fate to ours 
. . . ” Munira raised a brow. “And as we wait for wisdom to descend upon us from paradise, 
shouldn’t we clean up this dust fortress you call ‘home’?” 
Muhidin looked around him with a sudden sense of possessiveness. It was his dust. He 
focused a cold gaze on Munira. Her zeal subsided at once. There were boundaries. Her 
daughter’s asthma would have to cope with the mess. 
 
 
Yet within two weeks these boundaries were breached by a harrowing howl at dawn, a wretched 
being in primal agony. Island doors were flung opened. Footsteps rushed towards the source 
and faltered. A mother in a flowing white robe, her hair dishevelled, feet bare, flew to the site of 
the crime, and fell over her thin little daughter, who was cradling a ragged corpse with a 
pressed-down skull and wet tail—a dirt-white kitten. 
The girl was baying. Her eyes were red, her face mucus-streaked, bloody and muddy. The 
mother, hand to head, was sobbing, “Why wound this useless thing? Who did it offend?” And 
men and women watched, or turned away.  Some sniggered. Others, those who knew, or had seen 
which of their children had been involved, crept away. Though they would pinch those children’s 
ears, nothing else would be done. 
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Muhidin appeared. He absorbed the scene. He saw a crushing sorrow too ancient and too 
adult for a child to bear. So he seized the child, touching her pain. He enclosed her and her dead 
cat in his arms. Both were still, cold, and frozen. 
 “Why?” whimpered Ayaan. She expected Muhidin to know. “Promise he done nothing bad. 
So why?” 
Muhidin squeezed her. 
He glanced at Munira’s tear-streaked, harrowed face as Ayaan said, “You fix him.” 
She told Muhidin, “Tell him, ‘move’.” Her eyes were large in their certainty of 
his power.  
Muhidin swung his body to face the thinning audience. “Someone saw something.” He 
ground. No one answered. He said, “Someone saw what did this.” No one looked at him.  
Within a minute everyone had slithered away. 
 
 
That afternoon, after Muhidin and Ayaan cleaned up the kitten, they wrapped it up with yellow silk 
strips and inserted it into a large perfume box. They carried this to Munira’s gardens near the tombs. 
Muhidin dug a hole next to the light-coloured roses. Ayaan’s eyes were fixed on Muhidin. 
Muhidin turned the pages of the book of Hafiz’s poetry he carried hunting for solace to extend 
to the child. He found something. “Abeerah,” he suggested, “now read for kitten.”  
Ayaan stood unmoving.  
Muhidin said, “Kitten must travel to the stars and he must hear your voice.” 
“No!” yelled Ayaan. 
Muhidin crouched next to her. “Why no?”  
She pointed, “Him he’s not moving. See?” 
Muhidin glared at the hollow earth. He lied. He said the kitten was already a wave, a star, and 
one of the beats of Ayaan’s heart, that to be that kitten had put aside his body. He said kitten could 
even grow into a tree now. He said whether it would yield one, or many more kittens would be up to 
the tides and winds. 
So Ayaan whispered into his right ear: “Even me I can be a tree also? Yes?” 
Muhidin almost laughed. “Not yet, Abeerah.” 
Solemn-eyed, Ayaan stood within the new questions swirling around her.  
Muhidin frowned at the tombstones and waited. 
Finally Ayaan asked, “Is this ‘dead’?” 
The strain for the correct answer distorted Muhidin’s face. The “Yes.” was wrenched out of 
him, and that was the closest he came to tears. 
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Ayaan said, “ ‘Dead’ is not moving?” 
Muhidin cleared his throat. “Yes.”  
“Never ever?” 
“Yes.” 
Fresh sadness clouded Ayaan’s eyes. She lowered her head. 
They waited. 
“You read.” Ayaan whispered. 
Muhidin read Hafiz over a small hole in the ground, which would later become a mound and 
did something he never imagined he could do—he mourned over a kitten. 
“Greet Yourself/In your thousand other forms/  
As you mount the hidden tide and travel/Back home . . . ” 
He could not continue. Little fingers. Ayaan’s hand in his. 
Munira watching from the sidelines had been overwhelmed by new sensations; the 
strangeness of experiencing a battle she did not have to carry alone; the sight of her daughter’s fears 
enclosed and given solace by another. Munira bowed her head, still expecting the inevitable blow. 
Preoccupied, the trio missed another watcher, a stranger monk who came to the ancient graves in 
the evenings to sit close to and speak to their contents. His turned, as he often did unseen, to focus 
on the pale brown child with the slanted eyes shaped exactly like his. 
 
Muhidin returned in the middle of the night to cover the grave and also plant a paw-paw seedling. 
Ayaan, up at dawn to visit the grave, was startled to see that her kitten had re-emerged as a green 
plant overnight. She hugged the discovery to her heart while from the inside of her existence, a 
dreary thing that had overrun her heart the day before eased away. 
 
 
A few weeks later Muhidin went to Lamu to collect a parcel, leaving Ayaan in his house, and his 
keys with Munira. He returned a day later with a carton of fresh supplies and new text books to 
find that colour had invaded his domain: pinks, oranges, purples, reds, yellows, and lemon greens. 
Fresh-smelling soft things: cotton, silk, satin, lace. Gold and glass bead strings dangled off 
doorways, and his chair seats had been cleaned and mended. His clothes were gleaming and 
smelled of frankincense. Munira had created flatness where, before, things had been puffed. 
Muhidin bumped into Munira on her way out of his house. Her gaze averted, she was going to 
walk past him when his hand stopped her, and wrapped itself around her left arm. “Thank you,” 
he said. 
She shook her head at him, tears in her eyes. “No. Thank you.”  
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He dropped his hand. She walked away. 
Under a fresh spirit of order, Muhidin continued the process of cleaning. He started 
alphabetising his books as he had always hoped to. Munira returned two days later to help. 
Muhidin stiffened. She understood why when she swept down a pile of soft backs from a shelf, 
and found at least thirty empty and not-so-empty translucent dark and light green, colourless, and 
amber mini and half-size bottles of assorted booze stored amidst a jumble of papers and maps. 
She did not ask. Muhidin did not explain. 
 
Pate Island, itself being a mutable thing, accepted this arrangement, though rumours abounded. 
Salt and spice peppered gossip. Discombobulating murmurs fed toxic sweetness. Munira, the 
whore, was scalping Muhidin, the apostate. Days later, an anonymous message sender left Munira 
a colourful yellow leso. She found it outside her door on Thursday morning. The design on the 
cloth, brown on yellow with a cashew nut motif, was sublime. The aphorism woven-in was mean: 
‘Huyo kibuzi mwarika mtizame anavyojitingisha’. There she is, stupid goat, watch how she 
sways. Munira carried the cloth to Muhidin. “Still want to be entangled with us?” 
Muhidin read it. “If I were a woman,” he exaggerated a swirl of hips, “I would parade my 
scorching reply.” 
Munira’s already narrow eyes narrowed even more. She raced towards the door and went 
straight to Hudhaifa the Shirazi. They scanned his shelves for specific leso. She found them and 
bought two sets. An extravagance. Hudhaifa, thrilled that he had inserted himself into a plot line, 
gave Munira a fifty percent discount. He was interested in outcomes. 
Munira needed three days to cut and sew. On the fourth day, the island and some of its 
gossips watched her swing in elegant flow in the direction of Siyu Fort adorned in vibrant blue 
and white, which, as her body swayed, revealed its message: ‘Fitina yako faida yangu.’ Your ill 
will; my favour. The following day, she sauntered over to the vegetable stalls in a brown and 
white ensemble. Embedded within its cashew-nut whorl design, an aphorism in white text: ‘Mie 
langu jicho.’ Mind your own business. Her favourite. 
 
 
Muhidin now accessorised his evening walk with a shiny ebony bakora, whose handle, when 
unscrewed revealed a dagger. He wandered the island waterfront arm in arm with Ayaan. Flaunting 
her acquired father, Ayaan looked out for old school nemeses, especially the boys who had made 
her school days so painful. They glimpsed the quiet visitor from China who was patching up an old 
net, his back turned to them. Muhidin and Ayaan ventured through an entryway into a curved road 
that led to brown rocks and into a corner of the black sand beach. The gold dusk shone on the water 
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making it look as smooth as orange glass. Engulfed by light, Muhidin tilted his head to watch 
Ayaan. Belonging needed a map. Nothing about it could be predicted. He was tempted to call her 
‘daughter.’ 
“Abeerah.” He said. 
“Yeeeees.” She replied. 
He grinned, luxuriating in the stirring air under a red basket-shaped evening moon. These 
were portents. Unseen by Muhidin, the Chinese guest studied Ayaan who was prancing around 
asking a hundred questions one after the other. 
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Penye shwari na pepo upo 
Where there is calm, there is also a storm 
 
 54 
10 
 
 
Harbingers—the birds borne on the matlai wind, sun tinted dragonflies, moon dancing swordfish, 
sand nibbling parrot fish—spoke of the changing seasons of earth, of its dying stars, and of 
melting time. Sometimes the debris of people, things, tragedies, and tales collected around a 
monsoon. Sometimes monsoons dumped strangers—people, plants, and animals—on Pate’s black 
sand shores. 
There were people who belonged to the island and who would never leave. There were 
those who had tried to leave but then returned. There were those who arrived, sometimes naked, 
sometimes alone, sometimes naked and alone. The island renamed the ones who turned up dead, 
and buried them in ritual and prayer. Survivors often lingered until they belonged. There were 
unknowns who gave false names—this did not matter. Names here were temporary things 
anyway. Some landed as reformers. They saw and scowled and skulked and scolded and 
demanded that the island change for them. The right winds always turned up to sweep these away. 
And then there were the men—always men—who came to disappear. Who never spoke of the 
past. Sometimes they would be cajoled into sharing meals. They would even dare to laugh at 
jokes. Laughter was a test. A disarmed man did not attack. Brides were offered. The island’s 
women were beautiful. Faith was synchronised. The visitor publicly pronounces Shahada, 
reciting Ash hadu anlla ilaha ilallah, wa ash hadu anna Muhammadan rasul ullah. Then he took 
a bath, adorned himself in a clean, white garment, and re-emerged transformed and belonging to 
God and Pate Island. And the seasons came, the earth and moon shifted, melted time and left 
again, leaving marks inside people. 
When the year was about to end in 1995, two people arrived. The first was a fastidious, 
pale, unsmiling man who said he was from the Comoros, but did not speak like a man from the 
Comoros, sat in a boat praying as a storm engulfed him and his travel companions. His lips were 
pursed into a stern moue from the second he saw red strings dangling off the boat’s mast. His boat 
companions had hurried through their prayers; he prayed after they were through, revealing 
through example his disapproval of casual worship manners. His voice was soft and polite when, 
in Arabic, he asked three women in the boat to cover themselves fully. They were beautiful, he 
said, when beauty belonged to God and their husbands alone. 
“Eh! Why are your eyes roaming where they don’t belong? Focus them on your own heart. 
Why visit places to which you are not invited?” one said in Kiswahili. The other laughed, 
throwing back her head. The stranger had acquired just enough Kiswahili to grasp her meaning. 
The women continued gossiping about some other woman, who, it seemed, had not only 
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fornicated publicly and given birth to a bastard, but had also threatened to commit suicide when 
asked to reorder her life, and had then continued with her unchaste lifestyle, and to compound 
everything had bewitched an apostate into her dereliction. The listening man shivered. The 
sacrifice he was called to make tore at his heart. To endure lewd heretics, infidels, and syncretists 
for a new caliphate dream. He lifted pained eyes when one of the underdressed women cackled an 
infidel song, flirting with the boat captain. He listened and told himself that he would not be there, 
if he did not need to hide. 
 
A fugitive strolled into Pate Island, a thunderbolt that would strike an old, grand tree down to its 
roots. He seized the island hospitality as his right. He married a Pate girl—shy, docile, and 
enamoured of his stern graciousness. In time, he gathered youthful men around a football team he 
named ‘Kabul’, where he had lived and fought. Fazul said he had come from the Comoros. His 
mellifluous voice, tinged with Egyptian accents, switched Ps and Bs, and replaced Ths with Zhs. 
Fazul wa Misri, Fazul the Egyptian, the island called him behind his back. He turned every sports 
practice into a religion lesson; he called his players ‘mujahidin’. He anointed the goal posts 
‘paradise.’ He stopped the game for prayer. Fazul prayed all the time. His convoluted knowledge 
of the Prophet’s words perplexed the Pate sheikhs who accused him of Sunni proselytisation. 
They proposed that he take himself to Saudi Arabia. He smiled at them. 
In conversations, always polite and reasonable, he chided islanders for their apostate ways. 
He offered to destroy the tombs of dead saints to which people came for intercession. “So-called 
saints,” he sneered. He announced that every song to the sea and its seasons detracted from praise 
due to God. Idolatry, he explained. He did not blame the islanders for their distortions—they were 
half-infidels. Most dismissed him as they would a ranting madman passing through. For every so 
often some ultra fervent being would sail into town and try to impose dour gods upon an arcane 
and easy-going land. The hospitable land listened with one ear, and waited for the zealot to 
succumb to its life, or leave. Fazul the Egyptian stayed three years. Then one day he simply 
disappeared.  
 
But in August 7, 1998, at 10:35 a.m., in Nairobi and in Dar es Salaam, strangers turned friendship 
into a bomb, which they detonated among a people to whom they had brought their alien wars. 
Two hundred lives were incinerated, the landscape was scarred, and the bewildered asked, why 
would anyone do this to us? A thing calling itself the ‘Liberation Army for Holy Sites’ declared 
victory with the confident cowardice of those who declare war from armchairs. A then obscure 
zealot asked the world, “Why complain? Most of the dead are kaffirs?” 
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In time these distant actions snowballed into an amorphous, ‘War on Terror’ which came 
to Pate Island with the sound of two hundred pairs of marching foreign army boots. They came to 
find Fazul who had, of course, bolted long ago. “What do you know, what do you know? Who do 
you know? Who do you know?” “Where have you hidden them? Where? Where?”  
The boots hurled themselves upon ancient doors. They upending old lives and accused and 
judged and caused Almaaz Mehdi with the single vest he wore everyday to bleed from a punched 
up mouth and broken teeth. He had not answered an American-accented question fast enough. 
They seized market women’s the baskets of market women to search. They shoved fingers down 
the mouths of dead fish. They expected to find secreted codes in bloated octopus bellies. The boot 
owners screeched like ibis everyday: Where? Where? They cocked guns at every popping sound. 
Pate comforted itself as it always did: “These are not the first who have come to possess, nor will 
they be the last that will leave empty handed.” 
 
Anyway. 
There are some explanations offered for abrupt human absences like Fazul’s. 
Here is one.  
 
A quick-growing nine and a half year-old girl as thin and as long as a preying mantis hunts for 
crabs in low-tide shallows. Lost in her searching, she does not see the stern-faced stranger in a 
white kanzu until a sensation of tentacles probing makes her scratch. She turns. Unused to 
obscure danger, she misreads the presence, and assumes the hospitality that is of her bloodline. 
She bows her head, “Shikamoo,” She says. 
He replies, “Marhaba.” 
She sees eyes made of magnetic, solid emptiness, hungry eyes. She imagines some eyes in 
the world are born, rather than made that way. She turns back to her crabs, reaches for and obtains 
a medium sized blue-grey one that snaps at her with its pincers. 
“Crabs?” asks the stranger. 
“Yes,” Ayaan whispers, “a big one.” 
He says, “Honey of forbidden fruit.” 
She stares into the water. 
He says, “Damnation approaches through sweet illusions.” 
The stranger reaches down to shake her hand, which he twists and turns so she is staring at 
her palm. His voice is soft, soft. “There she is. God’s little martyr,” he murmurs. “Chosen. Born 
for warm wonder. So warm, so beautiful. A good, warm, clever girl dear to God. Little martyr.” 
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Ayaan’s chin drops. Tears fill her eyes, sad about unknown things. She cannot move. 
Then a wind stream scatters cool seawater on her face. She stretches out her arms, suddenly alert. 
When she looks again, the man has gone. 
From then on, he somehow knew how to find her when she was alone, and he spoke to her 
with a tender smile. “God’s little martyr,” he greeted her. “Because you are good and warm. I’m 
sorry for you.” 
She asked, “Why?” 
“You are a jewel in a nest of apostates, adulterers, and infidels.” She listened, lethargic, 
unsure of what to do next. “But your life is saved.” The hazy questions droned into her night rest, 
which dismantled her sleep. “Chosen child.” Words bounced inside her skull like incomplete 
songs, repeating in a loop; she thought of the heavy voiced man, his tenderness, and the softness 
that had not once entered his eyes. 
He found her again in the evening of the next day. “I know you are going to do well.” 
No answer. 
“Little martyr, scent of paradise, soldier of eternity.” 
No answer. 
“You are good, you are doing well. You are brave.” 
No answer. 
“You’ll purify filth. Your mother, forgiven, freed. How happy she’ll be. Free, because of 
her daughter’s courage, and the apostate will change his ways, or the way will change him.” A 
hole of a smile appeared on his face. “You want that. You want that, don’t you?” 
“Yes,” Ayaan nodded. 
His voice hovered and fell, slithering all over her. 
She was frozen. She could only listen. 
He said, “I’ll help you.” 
She listened. She stared, eyes on the dark prayer bump on his pale forehead. 
He said, “You feel alone. I know.” 
Her lips trembled. 
“No one looks for you when you hide. Unwanted. Unsought. Poor little one.” 
Large tears reached her mouth. 
“Poor child.” 
She wept. 
“There, there. You’ll triumph beautiful one. You’ll be victorious over those who hate you. 
You’ll be in paradise, a martyr before them, and they’ll have to honour you.” 
Comforted, Ayaan sighed. 
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The man’s eyes glowed. Tears filled his eyes. “Poor, good child.” He leaned over to wipe 
her tears with a white handkerchief, adding, “But you’re chosen, warm flower of paradise.” 
Warm words crawled under her skin, and insinuated themselves into pauses between her 
thoughts. Cold words lingered. Words became incantations, leaching out her will, syllable by 
syllable. Mesmerising chants, some of which she was soon mouthing back to the low-voiced man, 
speaking them to him as if she were about to sleep. 
She does not remember how she returned home, or when. 
Although she was young, and on her island this was not expected of her, Ayaan soon took 
her mother’s buibui to shroud her body. She took to praying most of the day, head pressed into 
the earth, the rocks, and the floor, starting again if she was afraid she had been facing a degree off 
East. She dashed away from Muhidin and ceased speaking to her mother, without understanding 
why, feeling as if her life were flowing out and her heart was exhausted. 
On their next encounter, the man oozed sadness. “The loneliness of the Almighty, the 
loneliness of the Almighty,” he repeated. 
Ayaan said, “My baba knows Almighty.” 
The man fixed his eyes on her and said gently, “I am your teacher. You do not speak until 
I say you can.” His smile broadened as he spoke. He sighed. “The Almighty needs a brave little 
soldier to deliver His gift of fire to infidels. His gift of wrath.” A chuckle, “Purges the earth. 
Wrath!” A broken guffaw. 
“What’s ‘wrath’?” 
He touched her wrist and then her upper arm, “Sacred secrets, like justice. The victory 
begins.” And the stranger laughed. Though his voice was still soft, the sound was the most alien 
noise Ayaan had ever heard. Drifting, drifting. The man bent his head to whisper again and his 
face loomed larger than her vision and something in his eyes made her think of drowning until he 
made a mistake. He said, “You’ll renounce the kaffir, the apostate, Muhidin. Filthy, filthy 
apostate. Now you are God’s slave. God’s alone.” 
A jolt in her heart electrified her body and forced light into her mind. She breathed. She 
breathed. Something like power flew from her eyes. Hands pushing outward, she yelled, “No!” 
She took off, feet soaring, aiming for dark safety. “No! He’s my father. No!” she repeated. Yet 
still she heard the whispery laughter, its sibilance, the essence of hissing, “Sacred secret.” A 
susurration that lingered when even, later, exhausted, she slept. 
 
 
Over those months, Muhidin watched Ayaan fade. He had worried over the now nervy, sullen, 
dull, and monosyllabic child. He noted her dark, bag-eyed apathy and how she jumped at loud 
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sounds. She had been tumbling into frantic prayer, diligent about the timing, but would emerge 
with her shoulders stooped, as if she had been scolded. Muhidin had wanted to approach Munira 
when it seemed as if Ayaan was avoiding him. But three months later Ayaan had shoved open his 
door, thrown off her abaya, jumped into the Bombay cupboard and, slammed the door shut. After 
more than forty minutes of stillness, Muhidin had peeked in and seen her curled into a tight 
sleeping ball. He closed the door, frowning. It was three in the afternoon. At about four thirty, she 
opened the cupboard door. In a meek voice she said, “Please, may I have my maths homework?” 
Ayaan stared at her homework. 
She forgot formulae she had just learned. Nothing Muhidin said made her laugh. She 
answered none of his questions. She dived two more times into the Bombay cupboard and 
slammed it shut. 
Terrified now, Muhidin wondered how to approach Munira, wondering if she was the 
cause. But he hesitated. 
During the next day’s Adhan, Ayaan stiffened, eyes darting. She blocked her ears. 
“You must not listen,” she informed Muhidin. 
Munira came to Muhidin that evening. She paced the room, chewing on her fingers. 
“Something’s wrong, old man.” 
Muhidin flinched. He hated the phrase ‘old man’. 
She seized his arm. “When she thinks I’m asleep, she’s in my bed. She clings. She 
trembles. And this a child who sleeps fofofo.” 
“It’s not me.” 
Munira adjusted her shawl. “No, I already asked. I checked.” 
Muhidin growled. 
“Oh stop it. If you were a mother you’d do the same. Is she talking to you? She’s not 
talking to me. Is she talking to you?” 
Muhidin deflated. 
“No.” 
Munira started to cry, sobbing, “Don’t know what to do.” 
Muhidin thawed. “Ahhhh. I’ll find out. Don’t cry. I’m here. I’ll find out.” 
“Can you?” 
Muhidin was grim. “I must.” 
Munira nodded. 
Muhidin nodded back. 
They looked at one another, frightened. 
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As the Adhan started the following afternoon— Allahu Akbar—Ayaan was already 
heading for the Bombay cupboard. “Ayaan!” Muhidin howled, with eye-popping anger. “Come 
here.” 
She clung to the cupboard door. Then, “No!” It was a savage croak. 
Muhidin strode towards her, intending to drag her out. She lashed back. “You can’t t-
touch me. I’m d-dirty but ch-chosen, and I’ll be p-purged and so will the adulterer and th-the 
apostate. B-but first he must seize me so I can spread his fire.” She covered her face. “I must learn 
holy courage by prayer and submission to the high will.” Ayaan started to wail. “But I caaaaan’t. 
I hided from the man and when I pray Almighty can find me, isentitit? So I caaaan’t”. 
Muhidin’s mouth dropped so low that his jaw creaked. His first “What?” was a squeak. 
He sucked in air in order to speak. “What?” An explosion followed by an expletive he had not 
used since his early sea days. “What?” he tried again. “In God’s name, what?” 
“Almighty,” Ayaan hiccupped, “it’s a secret.” 
“What?” 
She whispered back, “He’s looking for me.” 
“What?” 
She hung her head. Shame was the heat on her face, her sweat, and her stammer. Muhidin 
touched her, placing a rough hand on her chin. He lifted her face. She saw that nothing in his eyes 
accused her. It never had. She had promised she would split her secrets in half—one set for her, 
the other for him. Even though she had hidden things from him, in his eyes there was no blame. 
Muhidin stroked tears from her face with his fingers. “You’re hiding,” he concluded, mostly for 
himself. 
“Yes,” she whispered. 
“Someone’s looking for you?” 
“Almighty,” she whispered. 
She stuck out her lower lip. Quiet. Muhidin let go her chin and rubbed his hands. 
“Abeerah?” He said as more tears slid down Ayaan’s jaw to soak her long, yellow flowered dress. 
“Yes?” And then more defiantly, “Yeees?” She gained courage at the sight of Muhidin 
puffing up and looking blacker, fiercer, and even more pockmarked. Muhidin’s eyes bulged, his 
arms curved wide, his hands were two clenched fists. 
Ayaan became bolder. “He won’t catch me never.” 
“No?” 
“I won’t go never.” 
Muhidin enunciated his words. “We start again, Abeerah. Tell me slow-slow why the busy 
Almighty is hunting for you.” 
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“He told me not to say.” 
“Who?” Muhidin grunted. 
She was unravelling. In a haunted voice, she said, “He sent the man to tell me.” 
“The man,” he echoed. Muhidin sounded stupid even to himself. 
Ayaan inhaled. “Yes. The man saaays . . .” Then a rush, “Almighty wants mujahidat.” 
Ayaan frowned. “But me I was thinking Almighty better tell me Hisself, isentitit?” Fire-eyed, she 
looked at Muhidin, outrage in her voice. “The man, he said I leave you. So me I said “No!” 
because you is my father, and soooo. . . and so I runned and runned.” 
Muhidin’s teeth started chattering, and a chill spread inside his body. He was struck mute. 
Ayaan moved close to him with small steps, one foot over the other. Stopping in front of him, she 
leaned forward to cup his face: “Tell Almighty He must not want peoples to kill peoples. It is bad 
manners, isentitit? If every peoples are died, who will pray after?” 
Muhidin choked, “I will speak to the Almighty.” In a tender tone, he asked, “The man? 
Which man is this, Abeerah?” 
“You know.” She gestured with her hands. “Fazul the Egyptian.” 
Muhidin leapt up then. 
“Babu,” Ayaan started. Wriggling back into mischief, she said, “I hided…hide…from 
Almighty.” Tilting her head, she asked, “Almighty is wrath with me, isentitit?” 
Muhidin was rummaging among his shelves and cupboards. He emerged with a cudgel. 
“Not you, Abeerah. It is Fazul the Egyptian his wrath craves.” Muhidin retrieved the ebony cane 
with its concealed dagger and lined it up next to the cudgel. He muttered, “Idle devils. Gobbling 
down lives. Are human beings spare parts now?” He struck the cudgel with his fist. “Today, 
Abeerah, Almighty’s wrath will be satisfied.” He pivoted to crouch in front of Ayaan. “You stay 
here. Go to my room. Sleep if you want,” he said. “But stay here. Open the door for me alone. 
Wait till I return, you hear?” 
She moved towards him and then stopped. She opened her mouth to speak and then closed 
it.  
“What?” asked Muhidin. 
Ayaan asked, her voice shaking, “Is Almighty your friend?” 
“Yes.” 
“Is Almighty Fazul’s friend?” 
“Almighty knows not Fazul.” He snarled. 
Ayaan exhaled. And then she smiled.  
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On a late May night in 1998, one of Pate’s quieter tailors, returning home with his Singer sewing 
machine perched on his shoulder, thought he saw seven of the Island’s sea men hurrying in a 
determined direction in dead silence. It was an odd occurrence, but he did not give it another 
thought. But two mornings later, it was observed that Fazul the Egyptian had disappeared without 
saying goodbye to anybody, not even the football teams he had started. Questioned much later, 
his Pate wife said that he had left to meet someone one evening but had not returned home. 
 
 
The very next day, in the afternoon, Muhidin was wrestling with doubt. His right knuckle was 
sore, skin was broken on his hand and face. He was grumpy from a fallout—an argument with 
Munira that he had lost before it started in the morning. Muhidin grunted intermittently as he 
paced the room, while Ayaan, wearing a bright red dress, copied out the seven times table. 
 
 
Muhidin had carried Ayaan back to Munira early that morning. When she had been settled in her 
bed, he had slumped over a table in Munira’s kitchen to explain. He also apologised for not acting 
sooner. As he spoke, in Munira’s carefully neutral face, a mask lifted and he glimpsed a feral 
otherness, a naked, arcane, female force that was rabid over the wounds of her own. Then the veil 
returned. She had listened to Muhidin in silence, her head held artificially high. She plucked the 
end of her kimono-like robe, and her lips moved, the only signs of emotion. But her self-
containment melted again and she grunted as Muhidin looked, tension mounting in his shoulders, 
throat itching, miserable and shamed. Gaunt-faced, she had hiccupped, “Has God the Almighty 
become a butcher so He must make of the world a slaughter house?” Then she had leaned over 
and clasped both Muhidin’s hands with hers, sorrow pooled inside her eyes. 
Muhidin could not look away. “Thank you. Again,” she had coughed. Then she wiped her 
face with a little white square cloth. Afterwards, she took his wounded left fist in her one hand 
while reaching for a jug of rose water with the other. She poured scented water over broken skin, 
a blend of rose and clove oil, and then spread a black cumin seed salve. “Your eyes. The bruises,” 
she said, “He hit you?” 
“I hurt him first,” Muhidin murmured. 
As she administered, the rose water, clove oil, and black cumin, Ayaan’s tiny snores 
punctuated their silence.  
Soon after, they drank rosebud tea, sprinkled with cinnamon, and ate small coconut 
mahamri balls, a calming ritual that helped to dissipate their fears. Until Munira asked, “What do 
I do? How to carry this?” Pale light sprinkling the room, they both stared at the sea. They chewed 
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cinnamon bearing young rosebuds and avoided the grasp of helplessness in front of immense 
human vagaries. 
Afterwards, Muhidin spoke. Two weeks before Ramadhan, he said, in 1985, he found 
himself in Misrata, Libya’s Tripoli Street. He had been making his way back to the emerald 
seafront of Tawergha where his ship waited. In one of the side roads, a strangled voice made of 
disgrace had screamed at him, “Negro cur, perpetual slave, blacker than ugliness.” 
“It was,” he said, “The voice of a murderer.” 
Munira listened. 
“A growl that blames his prey for existing in the first place.” 
Munira listened. 
Muhidin said, “Being human is a rare skill. It is not given to all equally.” 
Munira listened. 
Muhidin said he was alone, and being a prudent coward in front of a cackling mob, he had 
chosen to race back to Tawergha. On his way to the ship, an impulse had stopped him, and so he 
bent to touch and taste Tawergha’s soil and sands. In a crouch, he absorbed the voices of its dark-
toned trustees. 
“They look like me,” he said. “In their stories, I hear familiar songs . . . like a memory. Do 
you understand?” Munira studied his distant eyes. “They had been here on this land longer than 
the assassins who ruled over their spirits. These people who look like me.” 
He explained how within the citrus perfumes from myriad orange groves, a savage sorrow 
had all of a sudden collapsed over him, a wind-dervish of tragic augury. He said he had known 
that the grove would be purged. He said he had shut his eyes and run away. “A vision of a 
doomed spirit melts bowels. . .”  
“You escaped from a dream?” Munira asked. Her slender arms touched his hand. 
“It was not a dream,” he choked, pulling his hand away, remembering inner fright. 
They were silent. 
In a soft voice, Munira said, “Those shadows do not belong to us.” 
He looked at her. “They have forced themselves upon us.” 
Trembling like a wind-slapped reed, eyes wide, trembling, she said, “Where do we go?” 
Muhidin stayed silent. 
She deflated, and lowered her head. After a few minutes, she sputtered, “What human 
travels so far to desecrate a life? What person destroys children for a thought?” Munira watched 
Muhidin. “Aren’t you afraid?” 
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Hesitating, Muhidin rubbed at the sweat and stickiness of the blue shirt clinging to his 
burning skin. His reply was gruff. “Aren’t we also men? Don’t we also know something of 
honour?” His left hand clenched and unclenched. 
Munira shivered. 
Silent for an interval, they listened to the world outside, to earth’s simple sounds: birds, 
ocean, a woman singing, children playing and giggling, and the low-pitched wind. 
Changing direction, Muhidin said, “Last evening, I saw ants carrying food into their 
nests.” 
“Storm coming,” she acknowledged. 
“Likely.” 
She said, “I like your voice. Even in anger it has a soft place.” 
He glanced up at her, startled. She smiled. 
He froze. 
Then she whispered, “What do they want with us?” 
No answers.  
The thick heat and humidity invoked lassitude, slowed down their voices, their thinking, 
their summoning of fragile solutions to heal their dread. The heat collected and stored the wind-
borne smell of rotting mangoes and decrepitude—something of the essence of the liquids of 
death. Munira shifted in her seat. “Must bring down the herbs from the rooftop.” But then she 
groaned again, shielding her face. “Grown men hunting down children?” Her voice became razor-
edged. “Why don’t they just immolate themselves in their oil-filled shit pits?” 
Muhidin had reached over to comfort her, but had withdrawn his hand before it touched 
her skin. He had rubbed his head instead. Sounds of fresh child-song and play intruded from 
outside. Finger tapping the table, Muhidin pursed his lips, cleared his throat, and said, “We shall 
save Ayaan. We’ll remove the weight of God from her. In the world, it is one less moan for her to 
hear. Poor child.” 
Munira had shocked him by turning slowly to glare at him for a long, long time. Her voice 
very soft, she had said, “Muhidin, you shall only point my daughter to eternal possibilities. She 
was not born for limits.” 
“The risk . . . ” he had cried, intending to argue his case. 
“Fix it,” Munira had interrupted, nostrils flaring, “That’s what fathers do.” 
Confused, annoyed, and also warmed by the word ‘father’, Muhidin had meekly 
answered, “I’ll try.” 
Munira, eyes darkening, had added, “With God the Almighty.” 
Muhidin had grumbled, “Am I now His advocate?” 
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Her eyebrows arched. “Who else? Those roaming, wicked, murderous foreign ghouls, 
those death djinns?” 
Muhidin had gulped down his coffee, burning his tongue and throat. He stood erect, 
stretching his back, easing the tightness in his belly. Releasing breath, he said, “I’ll go sleep 
now.” 
She had walked him to her door. He had stepped into the hazy day. She had grabbed his 
forearm, another crack in her facade. Voice shaking she had asked, “Muhidin, what if there’s 
nothing to hold onto, what then?” 
He had surprised himself by tucking away a stray lock of hair on her head, touching her 
eyebrows, nodding, and saying nothing, because there were no guarantees to give. 
 
 
Within dim shadows and dull afternoon light, later, Muhidin sat across his table clutching a 
waterlogged dark green book. Brows meeting, he watched Ayaan who, hand to jaw, stared as his 
pupils dilated and constricted and his mouth opened and closed. 
She giggled, her laughter dancing within the room. “You look like . . . like a big fish!”  
Gruff. “Abeerah?” 
“Yeeees?” she answered. 
Muhidin’s fingers tapped a tattoo on the tabletop. “Abeerah,” he repeated. 
“Yeeees?” she covered her mouth to restrain another laugh. 
He said, “You are a human being.” 
“Yeeees.” 
“Some rich, stupid men from far away only read death into our lives. They need our death 
to prove they are strong. But they are possessed.” He pointed to his head.  
Ayaan cradled her head, listening. A mosquito whined. Muhidin leaned forward to say, 
“They are idolaters. They are the original stone-cold infidels.” 
She added, “And . . . and . . . aposto…apostorate.” 
“Apostates.” 
Ayaan’s head went up and down. 
“Indeed.” 
Then she frowned, and asked, “You?” 
“Me? Only a humble heretic.” 
“Even me.” 
He looked at the table top, frowning. Some things were no longer worth joking over. Lest 
Munira hear about it, he hastened to add, “No, only rough men like me can be that.” 
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Ayaan rubbed her chest. “And me?” 
Muhidin tensed. He breathed. At least she was speaking. “Abeerah,” he said, “bad people 
who do bad things to others want to throw the rot inside themselves upon others. The smelliness 
tortures them, makes them so sick that they believe they are well. They even speak like normal 
people do.” 
“Ohhhh.” Ayaan said, “Like mostiko it bited me and then it goes inside and then I had 
mararia and I was womiting.” A crow cawed outside. The sun’s light changed enough to imbue 
solid objects in the room with a halo of pale light. “Why bad people?” Ayaan asked. 
Muhidin’s mind drifted into worlds of his knowing. This time he would tell the truth. 
“Don’t know, mwanangu.” He propped his jaw. “Can’t explain humans.” Muhidin stopped. He 
could swear and explain yet he could not stop some horror from stealing into Ayaan’s life. He 
now wanted to cry. 
Ayaan asked, “Why he come here?” 
Muhidin thought of all he had needed to separate himself from. “To steal dreams. They 
hate us for existing.” Muhidin’s voice crackled, “For trying to be happy.” A pause. “Don’t let 
them come near you again. Should they try, don’t wait, run.” Muhidin’s eyes bulged. “Promise?” 
Ayaan started to shiver. “Promise.” Voice quivering, she urged, “Don’t be sad,” adding 
with bravado, “I won’t let the bad man hurt you.” She looked at his bruised fists. 
“Yes?” he tried again, imagining he was young and confronted by an abyss of 
uncertainties. “What urges you to the sea?” 
Ayaan frowned. 
“When you need to swim?” Muhidin explained. 
She said, “Don’t know.” She drew circles on the tabletop with her fingers. “I just go.” 
Muhidin leaned forward. “The feeling pressing your heart, until you are in the water,” 
Muhidin whispered, “that is Almighty’s voice.” 
Ayaan watched Muhidin. And he watched a soft light suffuse her face. Her mouth took on 
the shape of an ‘Oh’. 
Muhidin scratched his head. What could he add? All of a sudden he grabbed Ayaan’s 
hand. “Basmala.” 
Ayaan blinked. 
“Recite it.” 
She said, “Bismillah ir-Rahman ir-Rahim. . . .” 
He said, “No slow-slow.” 
She repeated it. 
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Muhidin squeezed her hands. “From the memory of God. Any other whisper is a lie. 
Understand?” 
She clutched Muhidin’s hands. “I’ll run to you.” 
Stillness. Muhidin watched Ayaan. He remembered the world and closed his eyes when a 
wave of futility deluged him. 
Ayaan whispered, “Where’s the man?” 
“Gone.” 
“Forever?” 
Muhidin held back. Ayaan did not need to know yet that other types of soul traders would 
appear and seek to possess her body, mind, heart, life, memories, thoughts, dreams, soul, and will. 
“Yes,” he murmured. His eyes snapped open. “Yes.” He was emphatic. 
Her eyes grew larger and larger: “You bate him!” He winked at Ayaan. “He has gone?” 
She climbed across the table to hug Muhidin’s shoulder, to be held by him, kneeling on a book. 
“You’re biggest.” She announced. “You mashed him and kicked him and punched his mouth and 
he can’t never talk ever again, isentitit?” 
He breathed. He was willing her eternal safety. Mad at the disordered world he could not 
clean up for her. If only he were younger.  
Muhidin said, “When you render the Basmala, use only the most beautiful of colours.” 
Ayaan’s head rested on Muhidin’s shoulders. “Colour blue, green, yellow and red. Colour pink . . 
. .” Muhidin’s voice faded. Quiet. “That book . . . ” he indicated the uneven book she was 
kneeling on” ‘The Poetry of Rabi’a’. Ayaan did not move. “It is yours. I’ve marked the good lines 
for you. . . Real teachers cry love. Stay close to Rabi’a. She’ll guard you.” 
He hoped. 
She nodded. 
 
Over the weeks, months and, later, into the years, Ayaan refined her calligraphy on the Basmala. 
Sometimes she would pick the musty green poetry book to find a word or a line before she started 
her pen work. Ayaan dared to start murmuring to Almighty again: she offered gratitude for the 
growth of her cat’s tree, she was also glad about the existence of her mother, she approved of the 
number of stars in the sky at night. Yet sometimes Fazul’s ravings interposed themselves into her 
dreaming to offer death, fire, and circular journeys into illusion. She would scrabble out of sleep 
to leap out and hide under her bed. Halfway there, she would remember that she also had 
Muhidin, and that he was as strong as the wrath of God. Clinging to this feeling, she would return 
to bed and sometimes even fall asleep again. 
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The second arrival. 
On a warm November day in 2001, red strings dangled from the mast of a dhow that 
returned emaciated, bespectacled, thirty-eight-year-old Ziriyab Raamis to Pate’s shore. His 
clothes stank of stale smoke, and his shaggy soft hair was uncombed. His eyes were two 
doorways to a tomb. He adjusted his spectacles after every few minutes and muttered to himself 
twice every hour: The Indian Ocean is an old country. Something about him created distances in 
those who saw him. The boat glided into a channel abutted by mangroves and, in Ziriyab, 
memories that had receded re-emerged: Two look-alike boys soaring then landing into this water, 
a scar on his shin from falling while hunting mud crabs together. They had been six years old. It 
was a sultry season and then their simple, joyful world was taken from them. One day they found 
themselves at the jetty, with small bags and an aunty they had not met before, being sent off to 
join their mother who had disappeared four years ago. They landed in Yemen to discover new 
relations: two sisters, a father, and a tutor who was pressed to stuff new memories into their 
existence. 
Everything should have ended well. 
It had not. 
Ziriyab adjusts his glasses, his gold ring with a ruby strip glints in the light. Everything 
should have ended well. But fire had descended. Then ash. Then darkness. Then nothing. The 
Indian Ocean is an old country. When he could get up from under an earth that had tried to 
swallow him whole, bloodied and bruised, Ziriyab, moving on adrenaline alone, had needed to 
hide. The Indian Ocean is an old country. First, like all fugitives, he had made use of hollows and 
holes, lurking in bushes, hiding in culverts, stealing a burka to wear over his clothes and thus 
walk among men, seeking a way out. Instinct led him to less known ports and temporary landing 
spots along the extended coastline that deep ocean travellers know. He had travelled boat by boat 
until Mocca, south of Hodeida. There, he skulked around until he found a night-moving, off-
register, motorised fisherman’s boat that was headed southward. Its Nahodha had shrugged: He 
chased the winds. Ziriyab would abandon that boat and his quiet companions at Kismayu. 
Fortunately, at that port city he was already among his own—he could have swum to his 
destination if there had been no sharks lurking. This ocean is an old country. Boat chatter. 
Harbingers, like birds carried in by winds; the seasons moved detritus, and melted time. 
Sometimes they collected the debris of people, things, tragedies, and tales around stones on the 
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island. Boat chatter. Ziriyab listened. He found the cadences he needed to learn the tale. The 
seafarers were deriding some ‘boots’ that had swarmed on the island. Screeching men, 
commanding this and commanding that, screaming from the abyss of fears brewed in some abyss. 
‘The Terrorised’—the name given to them by the islanders—had leapt from helicopters 
whose winds blew the roof off a mosque. They proceeded to board boats and dhows and seize 
people on the basis of a name and the shape of a beard. They searched as ferrets would. They 
scavenged women’s cupboards to hunt shadows.  
Ziriyab listened to the low-toned murmurs. It seemed the Terrorised had learned that their 
zeal had created resentments where none had existed before. They were attempting seduction 
now, said the navigator. “A monitor lizards pretending to be a voluptuous songstress?” Laughter 
on board. Winning hearts, changing minds. The boots had announced that they had really come 
to help the islanders. They had even taken it upon themselves to sink a well. And every person 
on that boat was, as one, seized by inexorable, tear-causing gales of laughter.  
Ziriyab listened. 
Huddling into his coat, he longed to know why. He leaned over to whisper to a seaman 
nearest to him. “What’s funny?” 
“Duu! You’re not from here?” 
“Born in Pate. My family sent me away. To . . . Oman,” he offered. 
“Oman? But they know about Pate’s water.” Paroxysms engulfed the man. In between 
hoots the seaman told Ziriyab how the ‘boots,’ and their all-knowing prescience, had proceeded 
to dig a well without asking or being asked to. It took six months—more elaborate wells 
elsewhere were built in less than two weeks—and, as they were building it, they surrounded it 
with a large, metal fence, guarded by four large square-headed men wielding large guns. When 
it was complete, which was seven months ago, they had launched the well amidst half-hearted 
song and hopeful speeches in assorted English accents in front of delegations from the rest of 
the world. A pompous military man, whose coat had more metal than fabric, had directed the 
‘boots’ ambassador to cut a large red bow stuck at the entrance to the well with blunt scissors. 
And then the first water was drawn from their well and given to the ambassador to drink. 
The ambassador drank it down with dawning truth. His fixed smile told his watchers that he had 
discovered what centuries of Pate Island dwellers knew: Pate’s water was foul, concentrated 
salt. Which was exactly why no one had bothered with new wells in Pate for the last two 
hundred years. After the launch, the well was not referred to again. But the ‘boots’ were 
planning another heart-winning project: a pit latrine. It was being built where no pit latrine had 
ever been built before: on land that contained ruins of five hundred year old wastewater 
channels and sewerage pits. 
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The boat captain snorted, “Fools that can’t share a cup of tea in our homes because they 
are afraid we’ll poison them. But they travel across the world to build us toilets.” 
Laughter. 
“They’ll be weaving fishnets for us soon.” 
The boat rocked again. 
“And sewing our robes.” 
“In army boots.” 
Guffaws. 
In a frail voice Ziriyab Raamis asked, “Where are they now?” 
“This cursed government gave them Manda. The kaffirs sold us.” 
Ziriyab’s relief was immediate. Not here, he understood. That’s all he needed to know. 
Now he could allow hunger, terror, grief, and exhaustion to take him over. Their boat limped 
into the mangrove channel, long shadows capturing Ziriyab’s brittle heart. Choppy water. There 
were rocks beneath the surface of the sea; millennia of sunken boats rotted down there. He 
recalled night stories of shipwrecks, of ghost boats that emerged with storms to attempt to 
reconnect with shattered journeys. He saw children crab hunting among the mangroves. He 
shivered. This place was the furthest place on earth that he knew to go. He hoped they would 
just allow him to stay in peace. 
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There were essences Muhidin Baadawi could blend, and supplications he could make; there was 
food he could chew and regurgitate to feed his returned son. There were invocations he recited 
daily; they included all of Hafiz’s words he knew. He could even give up his bed—but still the 
anguished, invisible world his son inhabited eluded his summons. His son would not speak. 
Ziriyab Raamis stared at his father emptied-eyed, for when he slept, a belligerent nightmare 
would have him clawing back into wakefulness with wild cries.  
Muhidin stayed by his bed, looming like a big mother bird, dabbing scent and blended herbs 
to pressure points, nerve points, and spirit portals. He stroked Ziriyab’s forehead, cajoled and 
consoled, addressed him as he would an infant. Haya mwanangu, haya. There is a cure for every 
one of life’s ailments. Muhidin’s problem was the old one—discerning how and when to 
recognise the elixir when it offered itself. 
 
 
Ayaan and Munira had kept away from Muhidin after the first commotion of encounter. Ziriyab 
had tumbled into the water from the boat at the jetty in a faint. Muhidin had ambled over to join 
other men in hauling this stranger from the water. And he had found his son whom he clung to, 
whom he carried to his house, refusing all assistance, repeating, Leave me my son, leave me my 
boy, to the crowd. 
Later Muhidin had sent a note to Munira and Ayaan: He needs time. I need time. 
A day, a week, Ayaan waited. She peeked into Muhidin’ house from all available angles. 
She lurked beneath windows and tried to interpret the sounds and movements she heard. Munira 
pretended not to care. But one day she gave in to ask Ayaan, “What do you see? Did he say 
anything?” 
In the middle of the evening of a day in the third week, Ayaan dragged Munira to 
Muhidin’s door. Munira let herself be dragged. Munira carried rose attar for Muhidin. When 
Muhidin opened his door, Ayaan at once demanded, “Even me, aren’t I yours?” 
Muhidin lifted her up and hid his face in her neck, remembering beautiful things as 
Munira’s eyes smiled at him. He almost wept when Munira handed over the attar to him. He 
covered her hands over the vessel. “You took long enough,” he said, “come in.” 
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Inside the house, Munira launched into cleaning, dusting, adjusting objects, rearranging 
furniture. “Ayaan! Some water,” she called. 
Muhidin protested, “Let us sit, let us talk. Has the world survived without me?” 
Munira said, “Very well.” She rubbed an already clean shelf. “What dust.” That way she 
did not have to attend to a heart that beat so hard, or the uncertainty in her thoughts about this 
ungainly, hairy creature she had needed to see. 
Ayaan produced a book of Hafiz’s poetry she had taken off Muhidin’s shelves. “Read,” 
she said. 
He rapped her head. “Say ‘Please’.” 
“Nope,” she answered. 
“Nope?” Muhidin asked, his brows rising. 
Ayaan glared. Muhidin took the book. “Something about manners?” 
“Nope.” Ayaan replied, “something about disappearing.” She added defiantly, “And 
‘vanishing’ . . . and . . . and ‘forgetting’.” Her voice shook on the word. 
Muhidin bent to look into her eyes. He touched the side of her face. “I’m here.” He picked 
a random passage to read to her: 
 “Pour the red wine with control 
Like rosewater into the bowl 
While fragrant breezes roll…” 
 
Somewhere outside a cock crowed; the muezzin summoned humanity to prayer; donkeys 
brayed; and children giggled. The sea flowed with the sound of a storm passing somewhere else. 
Rain spattered. Inside, Muhidin pulled a window shut, enclosing them in their world, their love, 
their words, their Hafiz. “How’s he?” Munira whispered. 
“His life’s a wildfire. I gather soul-ashes with my hands.” Muhidin said despairingly, “My 
boy’s dying.” 
And Ayaan rushed to wrap her arms around Muhidin’s waist. 
Muhidin stroked her head. “Let’s sit . . . for a little while. Tell me beautiful things. How 
are my girls?” His voice was gruff. 
 
Upstairs, Ziriyab Raamis stirred. Soft voices were floating towards him. He did not yet have the 
power to open his eyes but he could smell the salt of sea, and a hint of jasmine and roses. Sounds 
he deciphered. A child’s awed high pitched: “The sea done bringed…uh…bring him?” A deep 
voice now familiar voice saying, “My son.” A woman’s breathy answer “He’s prettier than you.” 
The deep voice repeating, “My boy.” Ziriyab clung to the resonance of that deep voice as he very, 
very slowly winched a way out of thick, black-mud dreams. 
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Five days later, a gale settled on the island. Driving warm rain fell in broad sheets that flooded the 
land and whipped up the sea into a raging lather. Munira, Ayaan, and Muhidin sat on a reed mat 
in Muhidin’s gallery with its sea view balcony. They shared halwa and coffee flavoured with rose 
water. Muhidin spun tales of sea monsters, his many ways of challenging storms, how they 
retreated at his rage. He explained that when he had dared waves larger than mountains to swamp 
him over and sweep him off the deck of his ship, they had, at the very last second, collapsed. He 
talked about the pleading cry of djinns that had fallen in love with him, their desire to grant him 
anything, if only he would grant them a glimpse of his face. In these stories Muhidin never 
flinched. In his narrated battles, he never lost. In these encounters with strong brave men, he was 
the stronger and braver, and for women of assorted beauty, he was always the prize. In the 
recklessness of that day he also showed Munira and Ayaan the yellow-brown memory parchment 
in the book within a book, within a rusting sea chest. 
A poem in Arabic script. 
ةﺓمﻡجﺝنﻥ. 
A star. A map. A journey. A road. A destination. Something. Muhidin told them he had 
retrieved from the inside drawer of an inside chest in a dark cupboard within a crumbling house 
found at the bottom half of a doubling-back labyrinth. Half-word, half-song words, he asked them 
what they thought it meant. They had stared long at the fragment willing it to move.  
And outside. Hooooooo! Howled the wind, Whaaaaaa! The ocean answered, and as night 
started to sneak in, they learned they were not ready to leave one another yet. 
Ayaan cried, “Not yet.”  
So. 
Muhidin roused himself, reached over, and dragged down one of the dangling soft blue 
cloth, which he draped around his body. Eyes rolling, body stiff, he attempted to rotate his hips. 
He began a growl that was soon deciphered by his hysterical audience to be Amr Diab’s 
previously dulcet “Habibi”. 
“Habibi ya nour el-ain 
Ya sakin khayali 
A’ashek bakali sneen wala ghayrak bibali. . .”  
 
They were giddy. Munira feeling as she had not felt in nineteen years, arched her back as a 
child reading stars might, taarab melodies mixing and brewing within her. She seized Muhidin’s 
idea of song, added the exaggerated warbles of a Zanzibari singer notorious for elongating 
music’s vowels to make it wobble, wiggle and hyperventilate. 
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Munira sang: 
“Ua langu silioni nani alolichukuwa?  
Ua langu lileteni moyo upate kupowa 
Ua langu la zamani Ua lililo muruwa…” 
 
Even in mimicry Munira’s contralto blasted open secret portals, revealed salted-and-kept 
tragedies, and threatened stability. She sang and incandescence exploded to open pebbled-over 
lives. Muhidin ended his baying accompaniment. Ayaan lost her hysterical cackles. They simply 
listened while portions of their beings fluttered over to the balcony to peer through mists into the 
wild blue-grey waves of a foaming ocean, searching for something they could not give a name to. 
 
From his canopied bed in an adjacent room, Ziriyab Raamis eavesdropped. Tagore’s poetry book 
lay open against his sweating head. His body, which had been shaking with fever, added fury to 
its vigour. Only later would he admit that he had been jealous of being left out, stranded in 
emptiness while life flowed on without him. From his pillow, he smelled their coffee, heard their 
laughter, their raucousness. A woman singing: her voice cut him up. He hated her. He grunted and 
thrashed around the bed. He tried to block his ears. He retched three times. Wrath lifted him off 
the bed. 
 
Ziriyab Raamis shimmered into sight on Muhidin’s balcony. Sunken cheeks, yellowish, long face, 
long lashes, almost-hazel eyes, and slender hands: he was a phantom. His sudden presence 
shocked Munira into silence. With extra weight, she thought, this is a most exquisite being. 
Ziriyab’s face became distorted as if a hooded entity lurked beneath his skin. Outside, 
thunder. Ziriyab’s eyes moved across the three. They perched on Munira. “Perverse leeches. 
Sluts!” 
Lightning. 
Munira scurried into her mask as a hermit crab would. How had she forgotten? How had 
she slipped into happiness? She had lost the sense foreboding that kept her alert. She had lost the 
sense of the pursuing, bullying thing that always showed up to disrupt her tiniest joys. Here was 
its loathsome manifestation. How had she forgotten? It continued. 
“So. A brothel?” Ziriyab’s hand gesture took on the tableau. After you’ve finished with 
him,” a chin jutted in the direction of Muhidin, “look to me. How much for your services?” He 
dipped a finger into his shirt pocket. A foreign note dangled. “Or more?” The money floated to 
the ground. Ziriyab Raamis’ gaze crawled over Munira’s body. 
Munira reached down for and hurled her empty coffee cup at him, clipping his ear. The 
cup bounced off his head. The coffee remains stained his kikoi. Then she was in his face, 
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grabbing his throat, hands around his neck, teeth on his hand, her voice teary-smoky: “I’ve died 
before.” She seized his hair. “Insult me, mie langu jicho, but in front of my child? You diseased 
maggot!” They grappled. 
“Munira!” Muhidin grabbed her. 
“Maa!” Ayaan kicked over the coffee pot to reach Munira. 
Muhidin and Ayaan dragged Munira off Ziriyab. 
The outside storm was inside the room. Ziriyab’s flaming eyes, a bruise on his jaw, 
Munira gulping air, hair unkempt. Muhidin dropped a firm arm around her shoulders and with the 
other drew Ayaan to his side. He glared at his son, his choice clear. 
Muhidin stared Ziriyab down. “Mtupie Mungu kilio, sio binadamu mwenzi.” He snarled. 
Fling your cries to God, what can a human being do? Suddenly still, they breathed, they waited, 
they watched each other. 
Munira wiped her sweating face, her voice shaking, she sniffed, “Ba . . . now we leave. 
We’ll borrow your umbrella. Come see us when you need to.” 
Outside, lightning. 
Muhidin said, “I’ll go with you.” 
No one moved. Thunder. Lightning. Thunder.  
Then. 
Truth. 
Glowing senses. Inner portals opened by a choice. Within Muhidin, newness sparkled like 
many diamonds set alight. He looked at the world light-headed, looked through Ziriyab. 
Twinkling revelation, terror and surprise. Muhidin turned to look at Munira, startled by his 
breathlessness, his clear knowing. He reached for her, pulled away, and readjusted his reaction. 
He draped large arms around Munira and Ayaan again to lead them away. 
But. 
Muhidin: His feet hovered above the earth, lucent light  
Muhidin: Quietened down soul. How he could see. 
Muhidin: Created out of substance, dreaming of 
Munira and Ayaan and 
Munira, Munira, Munira. Heartbeat. Munira. 
 
Dizzy, bracing himself against a pillar, Ziriyab overheard Munira tell Muhidin, “When will 
you squash that insect?” He did not hear his father’s reply, but it made Ayaan burble. 
Frozen, Ziriyab panted. He laughed, bewildered. He frowned. That. Woman. That woman? 
And nothing could offend him now. Not even his grief. Bliss emerged as a slow burning buzz on 
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his body. He garbled Thank you to Something for voice, song, scent, temper, skin, and eyes in a 
woman, that woman. 
 
When Ziriyab had first entered the room Munira had just flung out her arms. Her face tilted 
backwards towards him, as a light hovered near her head. Her face: a hundred and three freckles. 
Though he had spat at her, he was bemused. Then she breathed into his skin and he relearned 
softness. She fit into him. Beyond the anguish of his father’s rejection, he experienced longing, 
and tasted how the desire to murder aroused, invited the need to possess this other. Ziriyab’s 
suddenly gleaming world was made out of an effusion of fragrances and emotions: rose, jasmine, 
vanilla, earth, water, salt, hurt, fury, and desolation. He understood the look of her sorrow for it 
came from a similar book of wounds gripping him. He had wanted to cry to Munira, Let’s start 
again as if he were speaking to his original self. Now he decided he would be her scapegoat, her 
fool. He would learn her mercy and then he would plead with her heart until she recognised that 
she was his restart. His foot in the spilled coffee, he stared out the window, and in the darkness, 
glimpsed a silver-rainbow mirage of the colours of night. 
As the house returned to its groan, creak, thump-filled, in-between existence, Ziriyab knelt 
down to retrieve the money he had scattered. He wandered over to the balcony and dropped it. 
A wind scooped it and made it disappear. He reached for a coloured cloth on the ground and 
wiped the liquid spills. 
 
Heavy footsteps came up the stairs. 
Ziriyab waited. 
 
Muhidin reached the gallery, eyes bulging. Before he could pronounce a word, Ziriyab fell 
prostrate before him, arms stretched above his head, supplicating, words breaking off, starting 
again, returning, repeating themselves so that when it came together five minutes later, he had 
wept, Today I shamed you . . . offended your people . . . beg you . . . forgive me. Please let me 
stay. I’ll change, I promise. 
He punctured Muhidin’s ferocity. 
After a brief silence, Muhidin offered his son the smallest of nods, bending down to help 
him up. He looked into his son’s face and understood the change. And for less than the length of 
a sigh, the fingerprint of deep loss pocked into Muhidin’s spine and he could have fallen. 
He knew. 
From the new will-to-live shine in his son’s eyes, he knew. 
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His son’s consumptive shadows disappeared in tender voiced tell-me-about-her—
Munira—requests that made his eyes gleam. I dreamed she danced with me last night, Ziriyab 
confided as he guzzled down milk and juice and herbal blends. Tell-me-what-she-wore-today. 
Muhidin struggled to forget Munira’s manners, her beginnings, her perfumes, her garden, and 
her scattered, silken, low, low laughter. Every detail he provided his son was a secret eulogy. 
Verbal acts of loving amputation that changed the geography of his soul, far more than the 
oceans had ever done. He was dying. He was giving life again. 
 
 
As soon as his body could stay up, Ziriyab had shuffled over to Munira’s house wearing 
Muhidin’s best kanzu, shaven and elegant. He had carried a basket of household supplies and 
stood outside Munira’s house, afraid to knock. When she opened the door and saw him there, 
she slammed it shut again. 
He stood outside to wait. 
Ayaan opened the door almost an hour later. She studied him wide eyed. “You’re the bad 
man?” she said. 
“Yes.” 
“What are you carrying?” 
“Food and an apology.” 
“Can I see it?” 
“It’s for your glorious mother, that perfumed queen, enchantress of my heart. I, a prisoner 
of her song, throw my tormented heart beneath her beloved and merciful heel.” 
Ayaan giggled. 
Munira re-emerged, glared, dragged her daughter in, and slammed the door. 
In the soft orange light of dusk, he was still there, seated as a Buddha might, with his 
basket of offerings close to his feet, a pensive focus on Munira’s door. From time to time, 
Ayaan peeped through the window to stick out her tongue at him. 
“Stop humiliating yourself, fool.” Hissed Mama Suleiman on her way to shop for fabric. 
“Why beg for what’s offered for free? Grow some balls.” 
Ziriyab did not react. He reflected on the sound of placid waves and the stillness that still 
inhabited islands such as these, now hearing the rustling of night leaves and wavering scents of 
dill, rosemary, mint, and sage, until close to midnight when Munira stepped out with a glass of 
rose-scented coconut water for him. 
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He reached for it with both hands, enclosing hers in the act. “I was jealous. Of your 
friendship...” he started. She dragged her hands away. Turning towards her house, she said, 
“Get up. I accept your apology. Now go away.” 
He jumped up, stretching cramped legs, “Please... take these gifts my little one and . . .” 
She snarled, “Stop it.” 
He called, “Marry me then?” 
Munira fled. 
Ziriyab heard the door slam again. Sipping the juice, he thought, My Munira, My 
buthayna, my ghazalah, my own soaring huma. He glided back to Muhidin’s, leaving the basket 
behind, grinning at night stars and cradling the glass as if it were a jewel. 
 
 
Weeks later Munira, in a pleasant tone, informed Ziriyab, who was dogging her footsteps 
among the fishermen where she sought to buy fish, “You’re an ox and an indulged donkey.” 
Munira added, “Your ears are the shape of shark fins, and you are rude, thin, and ignorant. You 
bite your nails and chew gum like a masticating cow.” Ziriyab agreed with her. He told her of 
other flaws she did not know about: his bullfrog snores, sleeping with his mouth wide open 
while saliva drooled, and that even though he was trying to be a fisherman now and scraping off 
the accountant’s skin, he was unable to bear the floundering of fish in nets, gasping for breath 
and screaming in silence, big golden eyes pleading for mercy, so he let them out. And then he 
called her his Munira, his buthayna, his ghazalah, his own soaring huma. 
Munira stopped mid-hunt. Her eyes shot spears at him. “Now you decide to starve me and 
my child of fish!” She flounced away. Paused to tell him with dignity. “Understand. We are 
neither murderers nor cannibals.”  
Ziriyab lowered his head. What? He did not know whether to laugh or cry. He turned 
purple instead. But the next afternoon he showed up with a carton-load of fish for Munira. He 
also apologised to her for every wounding word she had ever heard. He told her that he had 
himself clouted every fish on the head and enjoyed it. 
Munira’s now cold eyes glared at him. “You killed the helpless fish?” Her door slammed. 
Ziriyab’s eyes popped and his mouth dropped open emulating the look of the myriad fish in his 
leaking carton. He kicked the box. 
 
Persistent, Ziriyab bombarded Munira with fish, songs, and sugary poems. The song styles were 
borrowed from Indian and Egyptian movies. On one occasion, he hired cheap, part-time 
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minstrels to sing her these songs, two of which he had composed in the manner of the poetry of 
Tagore.  
They were awful. 
When it rained, Ziriyab sought Munira out with an umbrella with which to escort her to 
wherever she sought to go. When she shopped, he showed up to carry her goods. He waited on 
her steps when she attended to clients, inhaling assorted scents. 
In secret, Munira contemplated this new turn in her life. To be chosen, sought after, 
pursued, and desired. To be gazed upon as if she were precious, that even her snarls were 
declared poetry, and her scars called beautiful. Her hungry heart soaked all this in, stealing 
warmth, and she became even more afraid of the certain return of the chill and its sting. 
And. 
Qualms.  
In a word, 
Muhidin. 
His presence. His silence.  
The riddle that split her heart. 
She went to him. 
 
“Hujambo.” 
“Sijambo.” 
They stood together, eyes averted. 
Munira asked, “You approve?” 
“Gives the boy life.” 
“You approve?” 
“He dreams your name.” 
“You approve?” 
Muhidin never looked at her. 
Munira stood unmoving, diffident.  
‘Something-Else’ that ached to be expressed between them palpitated. 
“Before he saw you, he had willed to die,” Muhidin explained. 
She asked, “And so?” 
“He’s my son,” he pleaded. 
She asked, “You approve?” 
Muhidin turned to pretend to reach for an item on his clutter-filled table. “He needs you. 
To live. He’s still young. . .He’s what is mine.” 
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Silence. 
Then she murmured, “Mpenzi,” wanting to hear the sound for herself, not for him. 
Muhidin should not have heard it, but when he thought he did, he should have turned back to her. 
He did not. Munira veiled her face. She walked out of Muhidin’s coral house. 
 
Three days after Idd-ul-Fitr, Munira relented. 
 
Ziriyab, who had taken to keeping vigil outside Munira’s door at night, trailed her during her 
deferred middle-of-night wandering. From a distance, he watched over her as she walked the 
beach. But when she crumbled into hacking tears, he raced over to her. He did not speak, though. 
Later, he helped her up. They stood close to each other. They waited together for the dawn, and 
when it appeared, it was as a backlit gold and violet streak in the sky, refulgent. 
Ziriyab then said in an older, anguished, deeper voice, “I try to tear off my skin. I try to 
hide from myself.” He said madness was an ache and refuge that smelled of rust. Then he told 
Munira that something had happened on October 2000. It was the day the naval carrier USS Cole 
was bombed. “One of the bombers was a man. His name is . . . was . . . Tawfiq.” 
He paused. 
“My twin brother.” 
Silence.  
Then.  
“He was a scholar . . . a great man. Better man than me. He was born before me.” His 
voice mourned. “Didn’t see the change. He used to laugh always. Nothing changed. 
Microbiology. He lectured. Why did he turn his body into fire?” 
As the morning sky turned light blue, dew settled on them. Munira and Ziriyab stood 
under the morning’s shades, hearing busy, joyful birds.  
Ziriyab whispered, “Tawfiq protected even cockroaches. ‘Allah creates life to praise him’, 
he would say. ‘Can you, Ziriyab, sing the uncompleted songs of little ones crushed 
unthinkingly?” He grimaced, covered his face, coughing into his hands. The cough turned into 
voiceless sobs. 
Munira hands clutched his upper arm.  
Ziriyab shuddered, “After he died, when we knew. . . we couldn’t stay.” 
 
Avoiding a dragnet, a week later, the family left in a four-car convoy heading south. Ziriyab was 
driving the car that carried his wife, mother-in-law, sister-in-law, and five children. They drove 
through the night. And then he had stopped the car an hour and a half from their destination. He 
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had sought to pee out of sight. He also wanted breathing space from the incessant put-downs of 
his mother-in-law, who as with everything else, knew better than he how to drive, how to see the 
road ahead, and had been complaining about everything from the time he had started the car’s 
engine, breaking off intermittently to curse Tawfiq who had turned them into fugitives. Inside an 
overgrown wild coffee thicket, breathing in the freshness of dawn, Ziriyab had lingered. 
And then. 
“There was humming, humming, humming.” A swarm of bees, he wondered, as he 
adjusted his fly. “Then the air exploded like thunder.” A loud, fierce, fiery, large, and hot thing 
tumbled from the sky and obliterated life in a whoosh. 
Oh, Munira cried out. 
“A secret. When I saw the fire, the nothingness, I thought of my mother-in-law. I 
wondered, ‘Can shaitan evaporate’?” 
Munira and Ziriyab begin to laugh. They cling to each other, piling on glee. Then they are 
sobbing cheek to cheek. Ziriyab tells Munira: Noor, Jibril, Issa, his children; Atiya, Seif, their 
cousins; His wife, Durriyah. “You would’ve been perfect friends,” Ziriyab says. 
Munira, inside the circle of Ziriyab’s arms, replies, “I’ll marry you.” 
 
 
They were sieving the orange blossom water, straining out vagrant plant blossoms. They were 
softening the water that would cover a woman’s body when Munira told Ayaan, “I’ll be 
marrying Ziriyab.” 
Ayaan had known. She had read the risk in Muhidin’s silences, the ones that accompanied 
his lowered gaze, the sad wrinkle above his lips, and his refusal to say her mother’s name. She 
stayed silent, looking at her hands in the scented water. 
Munira, glancing at Ayaan, understood.  “A ‘real’ father for you,” Munira offered. 
“No.” Ayaan said. 
“What?” Munira stared. 
Ayaan watched her hands in the water. Her voice was neutral. “I have a father.” 
There were eighty things Munira wanted to shout. The words jumbled up. “You could 
try,” she whispered instead. 
“No,” replied Ayaan. 
Scented silence. 
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Two weeks later, a short, lisping, nerdy kadhi married Munira and Ziriyab on a Thursday in a 
small, stark nikah in a corner of the Riyadha al-Jana mosque in Lamu. An extremely distant 
uncle of Munira, a long distance lorry driver of indifferent reputation, had played wakil and 
given permission for the nuptials, sight unseen. The idea of the marriage had amused him. Before 
the ceremony, Munira, Ziriyab, Ayaan, and Muhidin had stopped at the shrine of the saint Ali 
Habib Swaleh to invite blessings. Later, a mosque attendant, Ayaan, and Muhidin, who walked 
in step to one another, witnessed the nuptials. 
 
Stories are malleable within a person’s feelings: they can be persuaded to acquire a tinge of 
truth. And so Ayaan and Muhidin wandered the island with the intoxicated pair almost 
convinced of their own happiness too. 
 
Ziriyab Raamis’ spirited pursuit of Munira would eventually be retold in Kismayu sea enclaves as 
poetry to mock the lovelorn. 
 
Ayaan called Ziriyab ‘Ziriyab’. Muhidin remained “Babangu.” My father. She did so at the 
beginning and end of every sentence, pointing out things he could already see, just so that she 
could repeat ‘Babangu’. Munira blinked. Ziriyab remained oblivious. Muhidin grinned, even with 
troubled eyes. 
 
“You continue to defy me in this matter,” Munira accosted her daughter one day in the 
kitchen. 
Washing dishes, Ayaan let the banging of pans speak for her. 
Munira asked, “Why?” 
“I have a father,” replied Ayaan. 
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Huja zenu hufaani, yandishiwe azalini 
Why argue, it has been written from the beginning. 
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The tide went out, way out, so very quickly. Calm, still. Alluring. The water disappeared, and 
suddenly his boat, which had been in the deep sea, was marooned on black-brown sand. A few 
sparkling fish of splendid forms flopped about within arms reach. 
Alluring. 
If he had been a fisherman longer, he would not have been mesmerised. He would have 
known to read the action of fish that had abandoned their feeding grounds that day. He would not 
have tried to understand or wrestle with the whirling, potent current coming in. The secret things 
of the sea revealed would not have transfixed him. He would have turned his body and boat to 
face the incoming, speeding, giant waves. He would have known he could not make it back to 
shore on time. If he had listened, he might have heard the echoes of 250,000 people screaming 
along the territories of this ocean, as they were swallowed up in five seconds, and he would have 
heard the howl of broken people trying to hold onto them. Like Ziriyab Raamis, many had 
forgotten to read why, before dawn, animals, birds, fish, and insects had suddenly sought to hide. 
The second wave caught his boat sideways, and splintered it. He was breathing in water, 
being whirled in and swept out, and swept in and out and in again. He ached for one more glimpse 
of Munira, his wife of two years, the wife of his life, his Buthayna, his Ghazalah, his own soaring 
Huma. He was lost. 
 
 
On Sunday, December 26, 2004, a mad, mad current, in an uninhabited atoll where sometimes, 
once a season, fishermen stopped, vomited Ziriyab Raamis out. He was battered, naked, nameless, 
and boatless. And after a minute of nothing, he inhaled, he exhaled, he vomited out seawater. 
 
From where he finally woke up, he heard a woman sing. A mermaid? Her voice poured out his 
name: it sounded like a warning and an elegant dirge. It sounded like his wife calling him home. 
 
He took to swimming out in an attempt to sense a way home. He speared fish, including eels, and 
ate them raw.  
 
Six and a half days later, mid morning, a skiff that carried six fishermen from Mogadishu saw, in 
the distance, a figure thrashing about in the waters. They approached the spectre. It turned into a 
nude human being making incoherent sounds and waving his arms. 
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“Salaam Aleikum.” The men’s captain called. 
“Alhamdulillah!” Ziriyab groaned. He laughed in small bursts. The men in the boat 
studied the mad man. “What brings you this far?” The skiff captain asked. 
Ziriyab croaked, “An idiot storm. It mistook this for my grave.” 
Understanding what had happened, a man threw Ziriyab a rope, and another of the men 
jumped into the water to help push him into the small boat where other hands reached for him.  
“So, how’s life?” the fisherman who dragged him in and covered his body with a stained 
green kikoi deadpanned. “Is the fishing good here?” 
“Tolerable,” Ziriyab Raamis answered. 
A thunderclap of mirth riddled the boat. They told Ziriyab what had happened to the 
ocean: ‘Tsunami’. The word did not contain the deletion that the ocean had intended for him. So 
he said, “Dhoruba.” 
“Dhoruba,” they agreed. 
Ziriyab and his rescuers fished all afternoon, throwing nets in arcs that shimmered in the 
water. Driven by a chill wind, and still jumpy about the sea, they turned sail, and set off on a blue, 
stirring sea in the direction of Pate. 
Ziriyab heard a woman sing. Her voice poured out his name. It sounded like his wife 
wishing him home. She was waiting for him in the water—as she had done for all the hours and 
days he had been away. From the minute the sea had surged and covered the black beach, and 
fishermen who returned had told her that a wave the size of a hill had grabbed Ziriyab and swept 
him and his boat away, she had gone to the water to hurl prayers into its depths. She pleaded with 
the sea, parading within its waves. She had insulted those who attempted to haul her in. The 
islanders confirmed that Munira was unhinged, that her type of insanity had started long ago. 
 
Muhidin and Ayaan had, at first, stood on the shoreline, keeping Munira within their sights. They 
watched the sea swirl around Munira’s hips. Thick lines wreathed Muhidin’s forehead. His eyes 
were bloodshot. He lifted his head to study the clouds. Ayaan’s heart pounded, her armpits 
dampened. She wished that her mother’s existence did not always weave humiliation into their 
lives. Her eyes watered. Here was their nothingness exposed. There was the world disgusted by it. 
She pinched her arms. She was afraid her mother might decide to die. At some point Munira 
turned to look at them. She looked through them. Ayaan turned and run towards Muhidin’s house, 
lips clenched. Muhidin waited. He was praying to Munira’s will. He trusted in its power to 
resurrect the dead. It was midnight. Some of the island slept. Muhidin left Munira standing guard 
over the sea. 
 
 86 
Six days later, Muhidin and Ayaan watched the dark sea from his blue balcony. They huddled 
into the shawl of deep fears, of closeted things. And inside Ayaan, whisperings of dark hopes 
flickered—perhaps Ziriyab had, at last, gone away. Perhaps her sea had purged him from their 
lives. 
 
At sunset, a skiff negotiated hidden black rocks to an island. A woman howled out a name. The 
hunger, its demand, lifted Ziriyab out of the boat and into his wife’s arms. And a north wind 
returned to Muhidin and Ayaan a murmur: My Munira, my Buthayna, my Ghazalah, my own 
soaring Huma. 
 
“Nothing bad can happen after this,” Munira sobbed into Ziriyab’s chest. “No evil will 
touch us again. We have won.” 
She was wrong. 
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Ayaan was racing back to the house carrying a packet of lentil flour, the contents of which would 
be made into paste for a pore-cleansing facemask. Her thin limbs jutted out, and she was heavy 
hearted, still wounded by a snide comment from her mother about the music she had put on 
permanent replay. Ayaan sighed. She was ploughing through teenage years where she seemed to 
do nothing right, and the world, apart from the ocean, had become odd. The days had started to 
suffocate her, and everything felt like an obstacle course. Existence felt dim, and drenched with 
this, that, rules, rules, rules. A legion of new shadows scared her. She glimpsed the same 
restlessness in the faces of her peers, but they, unlike her, were loud, confident, and sure, and 
chanting modern songs like codes she did not have access to. Her body grew and ached and 
smelled of otherness, and tasted of salt-and-something and wanted invisible, impossible things; 
her body, the target of restrictions, bindings, incited a complexity of looks, an array of snide 
smiles or commands of decorum that accosted her at every turn. Her body was a riddle, her 
thoughts a protest.  Her dreams rearranged themselves to allow in images of the awful Suleiman 
so that every day Suleiman became more alluring to Ayaan. She started to show up at the scene of 
the boys’ evening football game just so that she could gaze upon her former nemesis who served 
the games as coach, referee, captain and goalkeeper. 
Ayaan now edited her conversations with Munira because, despite her best intentions, 
these ended up as arguments.  
Running towards the small hill leading to the house, she heard a scraping noise. Ayaan 
fixed her just-out-of-childhood eyes on the bald-headed man from China. ‘Mchina Nihao Shishi’, 
he had first been nicknamed. His smile, when he met anyone, was always broad, his gestures 
gentle. “Ni hao, xiexie.” he did not neglect to say. But then, soon after, he had taken up jogging in 
the late evenings, puffing out breath in audible sequences.  
Hudhaifa the vendor had once referred to him as ‘Mzee Kitwana Kipifit’. The name stuck. 
The visitor answered to it. Now squinting through her black veil, Ayaan spied on the man sitting 
still and solid, next to the island’s dome-shaped tombs. What was he thinking? 
“Ayaaaaan!”  
A ragged summons from a darkened doorway interrupted her musings. Mama Suleiman. 
She smouldered in the doorway like a Turkish soap diva, eyes fierce, head angled, a voluptuous 
concentrated object of craving. Breasts thrust forward, everything about her promised indulgence, 
suggesting that with her no hungers would be left unfulfilled. Alluring in her loftiness, she was 
married, but it was not clear to whom, or in which of the ocean realms her husband existed. Mama 
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Suleiman was wealthy, with six business jahazi sailing northwards to Oman carrying smuggled 
cloves from Pemba, to return laden with contraband goods, including duty-free pasta, which 
wound up in Zanzibar and Mombasa shops. In the underground chambers of her grand house, she 
traded in gold and jewels, outside the scope of the Kenya Revenue Authorities. It was also 
murmured that she was a tributary in a supply chain of girls sent to Saudi Arabia. Her body 
poured out its jewel-adorned flesh. She was always incensed, perfumed and painted. Today her 
hair was in a topknot. She channelled something ancient, seductive and decomposing from the 
innards of the land, giving it a voice and chilling brown eyes. Mama Suleiman sought out Ayaan 
just to predict darkness in her future—an on-going proxy war against Munira, whom Fatuma 
Suleiman had despised from the time their childhood friendship had broken up in a squabble over 
felt pens. 
Mama Suleiman would say, “I’ve the gift of foresight, little girl. I see the future. When I 
read yours I shiver.” Or mock her fatherlessness: “See how tall you are. I think, mami, you take 
after your real father. Who is it…does your mother say?” A cruel titter. Their last encounter: “So 
thin. Eat more, small girl. Do you want people to say you’re sick with that disease?” 
Her loathing for Ayaan deepened when primary schools’ examination results listed 
Ayaan’s as the best in the district. She could not tolerate anything that outshone her son Suleiman. 
“Ajidhaniye amesimama, aangalie asianguke,” she had cautioned Ayaan. Beware, those who 
stand tall, lest they fall. 
Mama Suleiman specialty was seeding conflict by twisting stories—she displaced 
characters and spread innuendo that guaranteed, after she had finished her telling, a quarter of the 
island would stop talking to another quarter, while the rest dithered over truth and unreality. It 
continued this way until someone, a week later, would ask the dissenting to recite the Ayat Al-
Kursi. It dissolved vitriol. No one wanted to be accused of idolising human temperament over 
God’s omnipotence. Though sediments of suspicion grew in the storehouse of human hearts. 
For Ayaan, strangely, in the contorted femininity of Mama Suleiman she glimpsed 
something of what she sought, an invitation to become more like fire. 
Mama Suleiman now cooed: “Ayaan-oo!” 
Ayaan cringed, caught between fear and awe. She shuffled over and stuttered, “Shi-
shikamoo?” An excess of bint el Sudan attacked her nose as Mama Suleiman stretched out a hand 
wiggling her fingers for Ayaan to kiss. Ayaan bent over the scented limb and imagined slobbering 
over it. 
Mama Suleiman demanded, “Ayaan, idle insect, do I, a busy, busy woman have all day to 
wait for you? Answer me.” 
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Ayaan waited for the point. A spasmodic thought caught her: had this woman seen her in 
the ocean last night? Ayaan had succumbed to the tug of the new moon and sneaked out after 
midnight to jump into the sea. Now she curled her arms around her stomach and looked at the 
woman’s hennaed feet. Whorls from a peacock’s tail feathers, feathered curves—Ayaan’s work. 
She should have painted snake fangs. 
Mama Suleiman’s kohled eyes glowered. “Time squanderer. Time is money. What am I 
saying? Money is not something you know. Time-squanderer.” She uncovered her hennaed 
arms. “Chokochoko mchokoe pweza, binadamu hutamweza. Are these lotuses?” 
Ayaan’s heart convulsed, she clamped down her retort. Oh beastliness, she thought, you 
are indeed an octopus.’ She mumbled so that it sounded like an incoherent apology. She knew 
her mother’s services depended on the supercilious goodwill of women such as these. Mama 
Suleiman now informed the skies, seas and seasons that she had wanted ‘The Lotus of the Nile’ 
design, the specific purpose for which she had bought expensive Yemeni henna, which Ayaan 
had spilled on her like saliva. 
Lotuses! Ayaan rolled her eyes. The foolish squid wouldn’t know a lotus from a catfish. 
Though Ayaan averted her gaze, she also wondered why she had ignored an instinct to add 
eucalyptus oil or clove buds to this woman’s henna. When she had touched Mama Suleiman’s 
clammy skin the tips of her fingers had felt that skin’s indents and imperceptible bumps, and 
Mama Suleiman’s eyes had flickered open to reveal a petrified sadness inside. Ayaan had 
known she should boost the henna with eucalyptus oil and clove buds. But in front of Mama 
Suleiman’s omniscient commands, her ever-evolving expectations and the exaggerated value of 
her henna from Yemen, Ayaan had doubted her intuition. 
Mama Suleiman bayed, “Tell your mother I won’t pay for fourth rate efforts. I’m not an 
experiment. From now on, she alone touches my body. I gave you a chance, but you failed. 
Failed. Leave me now.”  
She huffed and swung her voluptuous being away, gesticulating so the gold bangles on her 
arms glittered and clanged in the light of this lush and restive season. 
Ayaan stood as still as stone, waiting for the waves of shame to settle in her middle where 
other deformed feelings collected. Why hadn’t she added the oil? She knew what to do, so why 
hadn’t she done it? She also allowed herself a second of longing for hips and bosoms as 
remarkable as Mama Suleiman’s. Passer-by glanced at her, some laughed. A hurrying man 
pushing a cart almost bumped her, and as she leapt away the packet of lentil flour dropped and 
split open. Ayaan wanted to disappear. Ayaan gathered her niqab to her face. She turned towards 
Muhidin’s house. There she could retreat into the safe darkness of ‘her’ Bombay cupboard. 
Would Muhidin be awake? He had taken to extending the hours of his afternoon siestas. But she 
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was worried. His skin flaked, his heart seemed weighed down. He tried to smile for her, but it was 
such a lonely smile. She bit into her fingers, and kicked the heap of lentil flour. 
The truth. 
Both she and Muhidin had lost their mooring because of the ongoing fixation between 
Munira and Ziriyab. Ever since Ziriyab had returned from the storm, he and Munira were never 
apart. They cooked together, and, when she could, Munira went fishing with Ziriyab on his new 
boat. Ayaan knew, to her disgust, that they even bathed together. Their unguarded eroticism 
was, for Ayaan, confusing and shaming, especially when she saw how it terrified Muhidin. 
Ayaan sometimes hid out in Muhidin’s house.  
She faked indifference but at night, she muttered imprecations over Ziriyab’s name. She 
was all of a sudden shy about asking Muhidin what was the meaning of man and woman together. 
Muhidin always welcomed Ayaan, his voice familiar, warm, his wisdom present, but mostly now, 
when they sat together, they did not talk; they just read different books or listened to music.  
Ayaan walked, head bowed, mind churning, heart burning, tears in her eyes. She heard 
close approaching footsteps, and moved to the side to let them pass. 
“Ah-harro, harro.” It was Mzee Kitwana Kipifit. Ayaan looked up in surprise. She 
blinked, rubbed her eyes, and he did the same. She bent her head. Then he was stretching out his 
right palm to show her a dried pink rose petal. She stared at the fragile, beautiful thing. He raised 
his palm, as if he would let the petal fall to the dust. She cupped open both hands, and the petal 
fell into them. The man’s laugh was so tender that Ayaan almost started to sob. Through a 
shimmer she watched as he wandered away. Years later, clinging to a metal wall, and staring at a 
multi-storied wall of blue water, she would wonder what might have changed had she not taken 
the petal from a stranger’s hands. 
 
 
 
 
End of excerpt (Story outline in Appendix II)
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PART TWO: Imagined Oceans: In Search of Poem-Maps of the Swahili Seas 
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“There are as many worlds as there are narrations.” 
(Bertrand Westphal,126) 
 
 
 
 
“Tanta vis admonitionis inest in locis.” (Great is the power of memory that resides 
in places) 
Cicero 
 
 
 
 
 
“What kind of place is the body as a place of passage? It consists in being at once an 
intra-space and an inter-space.” (Edward Casey, 196) 
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction 
 
“One reads space, one traverses a text;  
one reads a text as one traverses a space” 
(Bertrand Westphal,168) 
 
 
The creative project, the novel Dragonfly Monsoon, and this critical paper explore travel narratives 
that offer insights into the life, texture, relationships, struggles, routes and dimensions of the 
Swahili Seas. The project defines the Swahili Seas as all that oceanic territory, which mostly 
consists of the (Western) Indian Ocean, which influenced or was influenced by Swahili culture and 
imagination. The sphere is linked by a shared comprehension of Kiswahili as a language of shared 
history mostly through trade. The project focuses on aspects of the actual and imagined geography 
of these Swahili Seas. This project arises because scholarly and official narratives of the Indian 
Ocean have only rarely considered the Swahili Ocean imaginary, particularly as a local way of 
knowing and mapping the ocean rooted in those with the most intimate proximity to it. Both the 
creative and critical project explore the Swahili Ocean imaginary to create a space for the voice to 
what is imagined as unvoiced, if not voiceless.  
 
The critical project maps portions of a man’s life story and oceanic knowledge—the creative one is 
a coming-of-age story (bildungsroman) in a Bakhtinian sense of an “image of [wo]man in the 
process of becoming”  within geographical and historical happenings (Mikhail Bakhtin, 19). The 
story explores a contemporary Indian Ocean island girl’s formation and life. The creative project is 
a continuation of my explorations of narrative maps and embodied cartographies and imagines 
answers and explanations for some of the questions that have emerged out of the critical study. The 
story is structured around character interactions with the Western Indian Ocean, who like Haji Gora 
Haji locate themselves in an (almost-invisible) Island of past glories with global import, but, which 
glories and their telling are expunged by the weight and cacophonies of this present epoch. Haji 
Gora Haji is a biographical study for some of the characters that people the creative project. The 
female protagonist’s sea experiences are informed by conversations with Haji Gora. For example, 
when she (Ayaan) opens her eyes underwater and presents to the reader the world she experiences 
through her senses— a way of looking and imagining— she mirrors Haji Gora Haji’s diving into 
his memories for this study to reveal facets of the ocean he has known, imagined and experienced. 
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The critical project is based on two key elements: Haji Gora Haji’s sea life and three of his poems; 
Utenzi wa Bahari (Poem of the Ocean), Utenzi wa Jahazi (Poem of the Jahazi (Shipping vessel)), 
and Bahari Usichungue (Recondite Seas). These poems incarnate a Swahili Ocean Imaginary that 
proposes maps as creative processes that are also invested in memory. Haji Gora and his poetry 
‘speak to’ the fragmentary and reconstituted perspective of the Indian Ocean. Casey (202) has 
suggested that ‘. . .we might conceive of [remembering] as an activity of re-implacing: re-
experiencing past places’ that the ‘memory-bearing body can be considered as a body moving back 
in(to) place.’ The poems expose a seafarer’s innenwelt that also subsumes its surroundings. The 
man, the poet, the person, his memory—Haji Gora Haji is a ‘multifocal’ mirror of a geographical 
referent, the Swahili seas, and significantly, by his deeds and words, ‘performs’ them. 
Performativity, elemental to these poems, is not examined in this paper, but like mnemnotechnics, it 
would be a necessary aspect of any future explorations of this topic. 
 
 
Dragonfly Monsoon: the creative project 
 
Dragonfly Monsoon, a story of the Western Indian Ocean, features a young woman’s coming-of-
age. The character was inspired by Indian Ocean-related events. In 2005, a young woman, 
Mwamaka Sharifu from Pate Island, off Kenya’s coast, was given a scholarship to study in China 
based on DNA tests that indicated she was a distant descendant of shipwrecked Chinese mariners 
lost 600 years ago. Given China’s recent interest and investment in East Africa, with the Chinese 
trying to rationalise their presence by emphasising a historical link to East Africa this event 
provides a ‘space’ for a creative reflection on the personal and intimate implications of this (re) 
connection. The work incorporates historical figures and events in an application of what Linda 
Hutcheon calls ‘historiographic metafiction’ (285). The fictional narrative is structured around the 
geography and topography of the Western Indian Ocean and its connections. Dragonfly Monsoon 
also looks at ‘liminal’ places to imagine relationships that can unfold in and through hiddenness. 
This epoch is a time of transition and flux in the Indian Ocean for all sorts of geopolitical and 
historical reasons, including and especially the twin rise of China and its influences and an 
extremist version of Islam imported from Saudi Arabia. Such transitional periods fit the profile of 
what was first defined by Van Gennep as being of the ‘limen’ or thresholds—a place of ambiguity 
(cited in Turner, 57). Liminality is an important idea for this project; personal and collective 
movement and passage(s) from one state of being to another are integral to the study. The creative 
aspect, particularly, sets out to delineate the ‘landscapes’ and describe the topography of ‘in-
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between’ spaces that its characters occupy, ‘in-between’ being the interstices between nodes, such 
as the place within departures and arrivals, or of separation and incorporation.  
 
To this purpose, this study looks at the places of tensions and unfolding whether in character 
relationships, encounters, or voyages as a means of imagining answers for the question of the future 
of the Swahili Seas. It speculates about intimacies that bind a small, time-warped Kenyan Island 
marginalised by both the Colonial and Post-colonial state, with a still-tangible resonance to its past, 
to China. The creative project relates the fictional existence of a family and a young woman, formed 
and marked by the family’s extended relationship with the Western Indian Ocean. The coming-of-
age novel is driven by the girl’s response to seemingly arbitrary losses, confusions and provocations 
that deconstruct her life, but also shape her person.  
 
 
Haji Gora Haji: the critical project. 
 
This project explores the Swahili Seas’ intimate geographies through a biographical study that 
focuses on poetry and embodiment. While the creative component of the thesis contemplates 
imagined oceanic cartographies (inner and outer) in the lives of its characters, and also reflects on 
place as a realm of memory making, this component highlights some of the oceanic imaginings of 
an ‘in-between’ peoples, embedded in the topography of the poetry of Zanzibar-based seafarer and 
minstrel, Haji Gora Haji. To further explain  ‘in-between’, I make reference to Horton and 
Middleton, who in their exploration of Swahili mercantilism, speak of a society ‘that has been and 
remains one difficult of definition, of ambiguities in internal statuses, and of ever changing and 
often confused ethnic composition. Its role has been mediatory; it has features of both Africa and 
Asia and is situated on the geographical and cultural boundary between them, and remains a tertium 
quid that faces both ways and contains many contradictions within itself’ (199).  
 
Poets and lyricists from all over the world have given voice to the sea: John Masefield, H.W. 
Longfellow, Derek Walcott and the evergreen Herodotus. But in the world’s collection of saltwater 
musings there is such a dearth of voices from Africa, and from Eastern Africa specifically. In 
contemporary contemplations, the Swahili Seas seem to have been shunted to the peripheries so that 
the wealth of life of those seas as experienced, imagined, expressed, heard, read and embodied by 
those whose lives it is most intimately connected with today is a story unvoiced.  
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Project interlocutor and Ocean ‘interpreter’, Haji Gora Haji (born circa 1930) has lived most of his 
life within and around the Western Indian Ocean. He has traversed its passages from one of its 
diffused centres, Tumbatu Island, a place with a vivid past.  Located off the northwest coast of 
Unguja island, the eight-kilometre-long island is the third largest in the archipelago. The Tumbatu 
Islanders take pride in an ancient and remembered history: as an independent city-state of the Indian 
Ocean, they traded with Persian traders who arrived in the ninth century. Moreover, Tumbatu’s 
religious (Islamic) sensibility predates the more aggressive fifteenth century Arab settlement in the 
region. This proud history has been subsumed into the histories and tales of the dominant Zanzibar 
Archipelago, and the Tumbatu islanders have been marginalised, their stories lost to official state 
and regional narratives. Haji Gora Haji’s ‘being of’ Tumbatu permeates his choices. He uses 
Kitumbatu, a Kiswahili dialect, rather than the official Kiunguja. This habit has caused authorities 
to label him a troublemaker, one who supports ‘the opposition’. In his own words, Mzee Gora 
exercises his right to seek other voices, other stories outside of state-sanctioned narratives.  
 
Like some of his poet antecedents, for example Tanzanian humanist and public intellectual Shabaan 
bin Roberts (1909-1962), Haji Gora Haji did not receive any formal education although as a child 
he spent some time in a madrassa to learn the Quran. In his poems and our conversation he refers to 
education at sea through apprenticeships and life lessons. He regrets not having learned how to read 
and write formally. His brother sometimes transcribes his poetry. He also sometimes records his 
words on tape. Although a few others have been willing to write out his words, they have only 
rarely credited him. According to Mzee Gora, in two instances these others have ended up 
publishing his works under their own names. 
 
Mzee Gora is a minstrel in the old sense of the word: he moves physically, with his words, an 
itinerant ‘prophet’ who offers public performances in a range of spaces. Mzee Gora’s poetry 
‘ministry’ carries his worlds to the public. The person, and the body from which the words emerge, 
is the being that provides shape, texture, voice and sound, whose skin and emotions are etched with 
marks from his experiences. His every word, phrase and line is anchored in geography, history and 
personal story. These are broken with silences that are replete with mystery. There is a hint of ‘the 
more’—that which is spoken is not complete. This attention to the relationship between the spoken 
and the unspoken is a formal element in his poetry. 
Utenzi niliyoanza This poem that I started 
Sasa naumaliza I will end it now 
Mengine kuyaeleza There are more things to say 
Nipate kuharakiya Things to get done1   
                                                
1 All poetry translations by Abubakr Zein Abubakr and Dr. Mshai Mwangola 
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Haji Gora Haji is a man who has experienced life as a fisherman, seafarer and poet, who bears 
‘witness to a space’—an oceanic milieu that shapes his life storying. His biography is enfolded in 
the waves of the ocean, along which he wanders when he can. His texts are not abstractions. They 
come from the sedimentation of history, merging with his eighty years of living. The materiality of 
his words—their emergence from geography, history, and experience as incarnations of all three—
become crucial resources in figuring out the Swahili Ocean imaginary in a space where the primary 
repository of knowledge and archiving remains the human body and memories. 
 
Haji Gora’s wandering life is also circular in that he remains tethered, at least emotionally, to his 
island, Tumbatu. His reassertion of an exceptional historical Tumbatu existence apart from 
Zanzibar, though now weakened by age, is still the most vocal one in the East African region. 
Kwa vile Zanzibar Because Zanzibar 
Imo kati ya bahari Is embedded in the sea 
Wengi wetu kusafiri Most of us travel 
Na ndipo tukazoweya As a matter of course 
 
This passage reiterates the still underexplored notion of travel as a way of being, ‘Usafiri’, from 
where the concept of ‘safari’ arises. It opens up the question of boundary and ways of seeing: To 
islanders like Haji Gora Haji, the boundaries of their territories are not constrained by the lines 
between land and sea. Haji Gora’s Tumbatu is not just the landmass that is the actual island, but it 
also incorporates the sea. The female character in Dragonfly Monsoon also reflects on and learns 
the scope of her identity. Even though she too is ‘emotionally tethered’ to her Pate Island, she 
comes to learn that in spite of appearances to the contrary, it is not constrained by its geography. 
 
A man of the margins—from a marginalised island, marginalised history, and marginalised social 
status, Haji Gora Haji uses his vocations—seafarer, poet, minstrel, sea citizen—to inhabit the 
interstices where he reshapes stories through words, which also sculpt ideas and images. During our 
conversation, Mzee Gora mischievously recited seventy names for different crabs, and added that 
there were seventy more where that had come from. Voice cadence and register in that small room 
were in an ebb and flow that written text cannot recapture. Haji Gora’s language was dynamic, a 
living archive not only able to reveal a sea world learned through direct encounter, but also able to 
draw from his ongoing engagement with the world. In his poetry, one notes what Kenyan public 
intellectual Ngari Gituku discerned from his own studies of Kiswahili: the idea of (Swahili) poetry 
as a living thing, filled with ‘doing words’ expressing the world of the poet, and using language to 
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accommodate meaning2. As with the Ocean he has navigated, Haji Gora Haji’s language is in 
constant motion, a mutable presence informed by the geography of his interactions. 
 
He is a contradiction in his society: he receives summons from the Government of Tanzania to 
present his work at their public events and is then denied official reward because he refuses to 
conform to the political status quo. Challenging the state’s authority to confer identity, he insists he 
is from Tumbatu (rather than Zanzibar), a place that has no real recognition in the world, apart from 
Tumbatu itself. He critiques social inequities with faux innocence—for example by using words like 
‘Malords’ in his poetry. ‘Malords’ a subtle but contemptuous reference to the Colonial British 
privileging of an Arab (also Colonial) overclass that entrenched inequities in the islands, seems 
innocent in the poem. But with the use of a particular register and tone it might also ‘speak to’ a 
contemporary Zanzibar situation of new post-colonial and post-revolution overlords perpetuating 
old inequities. 
 
Haji Gora Haji is a poet who like his sea, closes in on his secrets, the evidence of which are riven on 
his face, body, and gnarled hands. In our conversation, and in his poems, there are no romantic 
sentiments reserved for his relationship with the ocean, no nostalgia, no abstraction. This lack of 
sentiment also underlines a ‘directional’ aspect in many of these works: to all extents and purposes 
they can be referred to as travel guides. Yet as he spoke, his gaze and musculature changed as his 
inner eye gazed into an ‘inside sea’, an interiorisation that immediately invoked for me Gaston 
Bachelard’s ‘intimate immensity’ (184). There were as many silences in this encounter as there 
were words. In those spaces of silence, Haji Gora Haji would look into some inner horizon, and 
then re-emerge with some insight, using words with care. When he spoke, Mzee Gora’s face 
acquired the distant gaze of one scanning over a vast space, and at one point he said: ‘We of the 
islands do not treat the ocean as separate from the land. Do you understand?’3 The first poem 
‘Utenzi wa Bahari’ emerged out of this remembering, of how he came to belong to the sea, not as a 
place apart from his life on land (island), but as a continuum of his being. Haji Gora’s Haji’s sea is 
not an ‘inert container’ (Moretti 3) or a mere platform for the unfolding of human drama. It is a 
living, disconcerting protagonist/antagonist whose ways are learned with humility, to whom a 
person is apprenticed, which apprenticeship is also constrained because ‘the sea keeps its 
mysteries.’ 
Ukichunguwa bahari  Be wary before the ocean 
Inamengi yalosiri  It remains cryptic 
Hata ukiwa hodari  However intrepid you are 
                                                
2  Gituku, Ngari, Personal Interview. 26 January 2014 
3  Haji, Gora Haji. Personal interview. 12 March 2014.  
 99 
 
In his narration and poetry Haji Gora Haji returns often to the mystery of the sea, its 
unknowability, despite his closeness to it. He returns to a wordlessness associated with mysteries 
encountered, of this, the unknowing, he is most certain. 
I ask, “How then does a man navigate the unknown?” 
“A man [just] goes.” Haji Gora answers.4 
 
Aware of the strata in the poetry, it is with some regret that I limit this study to aspects of their 
spatial and geographical characteristics. But the conversation with Mzee Gora did offer the 
suggestion of an answer to some questions: Where is the ‘locus of meaning’? How do the Swahili5 
Seas reply? Where are the stories of the Swahili Sea heard, seen and told? One answer is as an 
embodiment: in the cadences of an old seafarer’s voice, and inscribed on his skin, and resident in 
his memory. 
 
 
Haji Gora’s world: History and Context 
The cosmopolitan, ethnically diverse Swahili Coast was a hub in the immense Indian Ocean trading 
complex referred to, by public intellectual Zein Abubakar in his ‘Indian Ocean Conversations’ 
lecture, as the ‘Global Monsoon Complex’ (2014 np). According to historian Professor Abdul 
Sheriff (173), the ‘Indian Ocean Cultural Continuum’ was an elaborate trading network that 
encompassed even China for centuries. In terms of history and archaeology, the culture ‘can be 
followed as a continuous entity…for over a thousand years’ (Horton & Middleton 11). This vast 
trading network was a means for the exchange of a diversity of knowledge, people, and goods 
across the Indian Ocean when the ocean was called by different names including ‘Ratnakara’ 
(Sanskrit), and ‘Ziwa Kuu’, Kiswahili generic reference to a large body of water. Moreover, the 
history of these seas is interwoven with the evolution of Islam due to old relationships with the 
Persians and Arabs. Given this extensive history—something of which I outline below—it seems 
unlikely that there is no extant older and ontologically accurate toponym for the ‘Indian Ocean’ 
(Bahari Hindi in Kiswahili). Yet, when I asked informants, ‘What was the Swahili name for the 
Indian Ocean,’ no answer was immediately forthcoming. Some informants made a resolution to find 
out. And two people relayed their sense of bewilderment in a rhetorical question, ‘What people 
forget so immense a thing?’ 
 
                                                4	  	   Haji, Gora Haji. Personal interview. 14 March 2014	  
5  In referring to the Swahili, I use John Middleton’s description of “The Swahili, ‘The People of the 
Coast’…some 300,000 people living along the thousand-mile-long eastern African coastline and 
islands….a people of various origins.”  (509-526). 
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1.1 “Western Indian Ocean. Dhow Ports.” Map. The Indian Ocean Littoral: Cartography and Port Cities. Web. 3 March 
2014.  
 
The region’s character as a vibrant hub of trade and exchange was noted by the unknown first 
century Greek trader-traveller who penned the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea (Periplus Maris 
Erythraei), an account of navigation and trade between Romans and the peoples of the ‘Erythraean 
Sea’ (The Indian Ocean, Persian Gulf and Red Sea), which, also provides a ‘description of 
‘indigenous’ African communities participating in the early trade (Horton & Middleton 17). Its 
mercantilism was augmented by the reliability of the monsoon winds (trade winds): the north-
easterly, December - March Kaskazi; the April - mid-September Kusi; and the mid-September - 
mid-November transition period under the east wind, also called the morning wind, the Matlai 
(matalai/matlai). 
 
The Kiswahili language and idiom is replete with references to the ocean. For this reason it is 
difficult to understand the present unanswerability of a question that became a riddle for this study: 
‘What is/was the Swahili name for the Indian Ocean given that there is a name for varieties of 
currents?” A maritime people, as the Swahili are, would naturally chart, map and survey its 
territories, learn its topographies, archive its geography for constant reference. A people who have 
evolved a culture through trade, a mercantile people would have a rich repository of methodologies 
of remembering shipping routes and other passageways. They will have certainly gathered and 
stored hydrographic data. They would, as they do in other maritime cultures, have established 
guilds of maritime specialists, including navigators.  
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Aspects of Swahili cartographic sensibilities are reflected in the idioms and proverbs of the people 
that are sewn into daily conversations: (Chombo cha kuzama hakina usukani: a sinking vessel needs 
no navigation; Nahodha wengi, chombo huenda mrama: too many captains, the ship capsizes; 
Usisahau ubaharia kwa sababu ya unahodha: don’t forget your seafaring just because you have 
become a captain). Yet, arguably, the articulation, presentation and acknowledgment of these 
aspects of the culture seem to have been overwhelmed by insidious paradigms like those proposed 
by the fifteenth century ‘Doctrine of Discovery,’ (Gilder Lehrman Institute, “Doctrine of Discovery, 
1493)6 that justified the deletion of the knowing, aesthetics, sciences, technologies and histories of 
non-Europeans, particularly those classified as ‘infidels’. Other world views the Swahili have had to 
contend with include the culturally-subsuming, Omani and Yemeni Arabs ones, that in 1698 
eventually led to Zanzibar and its associated islands falling into the power of the Sultanate of 
Oman. These invaders proceeded to not only present themselves as gatekeepers and treasurers of 
Islam, but appropriated for their culture what was excellent about Swahili industry and civilisation 
(ship building, pearl diving, poetry), before consolidating a heinous trade in human beings. The 
Portuguese and British followed the Arabs, and in the process of conquest destroyed Swahili towns 
(October 1890 sacking of Witu by a British naval force led by Admiral Fremantle, burning records 
(including the original manuscript of the Chronicles and history of Pate) and deliberately erasing all 
semblance of previous order, culture, erudition and civilisation, before reforming the territories to 
their imagination and likeness. In the past half century, a hinterland-facing, post-independent 
African state, has neglected its diverse maritime histories, until now —when immense energy 
resources have been discovered in the Western Indian Ocean, and China has returned, via the same 
seas to secure its own energy future, and Saudi-born Islamic orthodoxy threatens the fabric of 
Eastern Africa maritime states. In the vacuum, others like India, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Oman, Yemen, 
and most of the Middle East, have then laid claim to any maritime innovations, including dhow 
building, and other knowledge that emerged from this global monsoon complex.  
 
Scholars of the Indian Ocean cultural milieu have, until recently, tended to elevate one or another of 
these paradigms, which persist in denying technical agency, such as the knowledge and archiving of 
                                                
6  The ‘Doctrine of Discovery’ refers to the collective outcome of fifteenth century promulgations through 
Papal Bulls (Dum Diversas (1452) and Romanus Pontifex issued by Pope Nicholas V to King Alfonso V 
of Portugal in 1455, and the Papal Bull Inter Caetera (1456) issued by Pope Callixtus VI which basically 
gave moral sanction to European powers to wage offensive wars and commit genocide against non-
European peoples deemed as non-Christian infidels and pagans, and to condemn these peoples to 
‘perpetual servitude.’ These sanctified the appropriation of territories (rendered as “discovered” lands) 
where non-European cultures and histories were decimated or minimised. These proclamations, arguably, 
excused the aggressive and brutal colonization and the alienation of territories during and after the alleged 
‘Age of Discovery’, which started in the early fifteenth century, and still underpins some of lenses by 
which non-European civilisations and their attainments are perceived. 
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navigational knowledge, to a people.7 To some scholars the Indian Ocean has served as a canvas 
upon which to transfer biases and paint in other cultures and peoples, any one except the Swahili in 
their African manifestation who, when mentioned at all, are assigned the role of slaves at the mercy 
of these others. An early generation of historians tried to insert various groups from the ancient 
world into the East African milieu, including Egyptians, Sumerians, Phoenicians, Assyrians and 
even ‘Jewish merchants ‘seeking Ophir’. There was very little historical basis for any of these links, 
most of which were generated by a European colonial mindset and imagination keen to attribute any 
significant African cultural achievement to foreigners (Horton & Middleton, 28). 
 
Performance studies scholar, Dr. Mshai Mwangola, in a conversation that took place on February 
16, 2014, at the Africa Leadership Centre in Nairobi, commented on scholarly inclinations to 
habituate Indian Ocean narratives under ‘dominant other’ cultural paradigms (Middle Eastern, 
Indian, Islamic, Persian). She described “the glaring invisibility of Africans to the [Indian Ocean] 
discourse, except with references to getting ‘out of Africa’ as slaves, where to this day Africa’s 
[Indian Ocean] as a place is more interesting to scholars than Africans (like Haji Gora Haji) as 
Indian Ocean people.” It has been a habit to look elsewhere to explain Swahili culture, its 
geographical thinking including its maritime culture and artefacts. Swahili culture scholars and 
researchers like Marina Tolmacheva offer arguments against the validity, meaning and knowledge 
value of Swahili works that suggest a Swahili geographical sense of the sea. Tolmacheva writes, 
“…. to the best of our current knowledge, the pre-19th century Swahili society had not produced 
either geographical works, properly speaking, or maps (The geographical information contained in 
Swahili poetry is not considered here)8” (16). She continues, “At present no such early works are 
known to exist, and the contemporary studies of the Islamic learning on the coast indicate no active 
memory or awareness of “academic” geography or cartography.” Tolmacheva does acknowledge 
that at the start of the twentieth century, “a few map-like sketches were collected by, or made for, 
European visitors”, noting that the ones she had seen were “inscribed in Swahili using Arabic 
script.” Tolmacheva’s position can be quickly refuted with the evidence of Swahili chronicles, 
geneologies, linguistic analysis, archaeological findings and a great variety of other source material.  
 
Haji Gora Haji is rooted in a culture and context that celebrated skills in designing and making 
vessels, and created guilds to that purpose. In Pate, a site in the creative project, there are families 
                                                
7  In a similar situation, the indisputable maritime sophistication, cartographic knowledge, maritime 
competence, nautical technologies of, for example, the Polynesian cultures, are slotted into unchanging 
ethnographic/anthropology study boxes, explored as ‘traditional,’ and ‘natural’, and simplistically termed 
‘Wayfinding’ and have yet to be explored in the framework of nautical science, physics or geography.  
8 Italics hers. 
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whose repute was established by their ability to read the sea and its environs in such intimate ways, 
as to be able to predict the likely trajectory of an impending journey. There are multiple categories 
of seafarers. There are different types of sea-going vessels: mtungwi, jahazi, mtepe, dau, mashua, 
utumbwi, ngarawa. There were vessels for war, trade, and journeys of different lengths, for fishing 
and for passengers. There are multiple levels of words in the language to articulate the idea of ‘the 
journey’. For example, ‘Kuabiri’ (to journey), ‘Abiria’ (one who journeys), ‘Nimeabiri’ (I have 
gone; I am resigned to my fate; I’ve given myself over to what the journey has for me). Such are the 
nuances of Mzee Gora’s oceanic world. This is the ‘space and place’ into which this study ventures. 
It speculates on the future of a Swahili community on the cusp of dramatic change and views the 
sea through the gaze and words of one man and his sea. 
 
 
 
  
1.2 “The beautiful presence of an old face deeply lined and inscribed by time and experience that has 
retained a lovely innocence… In such a face a lovely luminosity shines out into the world.” (John 
O’Donohue, prologue). Mzee Haji Gora Haji, Zanzibar, March 12, 2014. 
 
 
 
The reality is that this study, in both its creative and critical manifestations, is a mere conversation 
starter about a Swahili oceanic imaginary, which, even though tangible in its context, still remains 
mostly unreferenced in contemporary Indian Ocean scholarly contemplations.  
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CHAPTER TWO: Embodied Geographies? Haji Gora Haji’s Sea Poems 
 
“I am a man who can recognise an unnamed town by its skeletal shape on a map” 
(Ondaatje, 18) 
 
 
 
  
1.3. Haji Gora Haji in his room, talking about the sea, referring to records of his life. March 12, 2014 
 
This chapter examines a selection of Haji Gora Haji’s sea-poems and argues that they are artefacts 
capable of mapping aspects of the real and imagined geographies of a part of the Swahili Seas. 
Mzee Gora provided me with a rich selection of poems and I focus on three: Utenzi wa Bahari 
(Poem of the Ocean), Utenzi wa Jahazi (Poem of the Jahazi (Shipping vessel)), Bahari Usichungue 
(Recondite Seas) that not only exemplify his geographical memory of the ‘Indian’ Ocean, but which 
also suggest a topography of its aspects.  
 
As maps, these poems illustrate relationships and patterns in ways that extend and complicate our 
contemporary understandings of maps as inert, stable and topographical texts. I juxtapose these sea-
poems as maps alongside Google map screen shots that locate the places mentioned in the poems. 
Google maps lack the movements and stories that Mzee Gora provides but are a familiar form of 
visual mapping reference for what Haji Gora describes. This chapter presents the topography 
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expressed in the voice, experience and memory of one who ‘knows’ and who produces that 
knowledge in the form and shape of poems.  
 
 
 
1.4 View of the Western Indian Ocean at dusk. Zanzibar Waterfront. March 11, 2014. 
 
 
Three Sea poems 
As with most poets of place, Haji Gora Haji is imbued and exercised by the dialect, geography, 
history, culture, mores and politics of the place of his being and doing, and this is the humus from 
which he draws his art and inspiration. Consequently, his poems evidence the recondite character of 
the ocean, an element that Clarissa Vierke (653) notes as a recurring theme in Swahili sea poetry. 
Typical surface readings of these types of works have, I believe rather simplistically, linked this 
sense and admission of mystery to cultural fear of and therefore resistance to the sea. This 
interpretation has been applied as evidence of the absence of Swahili-origin maritime agency 
beyond that of boat passenger, slave or small-scale fisherman. When the analogous purpose of 
Swahili poetry and its metonymy is considered, scholars argue that the ‘sea’ often stands in for 
other things: the world, a person, a political or social situation (Vierke). Although such figurative 
interpretations have value, they overlook the material worlds and practices the poems describe: they 
miss the map-making labour of the poems. 
 
Haji Gora Haji’s sea poetry falls into three main genres: utendi (utenzi), shairi and wimbo Utendi is 
a Swahili narrative poetry form, in quatrains, originally developed in Lamu to, among other things, 
describe (archive) the heroic deeds of men. Unlike the narrative utendi, shairi hearkens to a Swahili 
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coastal poetics that presents enigmatic riddles, concealed in poetry and left for others to debate and 
solve. This role—that of conversation seeder— is expected of a shairi. Closely related to the shairi, 
wimbo is structured for music and dance. All three forms use relatively short stanzas—couplets, 
triplets, quatrains, or a blend of all three—with rhyme schemes designed to aid memorisation.  
	  
	  
a) Utendi (Utenzi) 
Utendi is made up of four-line verses of eight syllables. For instance, the opening stanza of “Utenzi 
wa Bahari” (Poem of the Ocean) reads,  
Kupita kwenye bahari  
Mie haikuwa siri 
Kwa dau nime safiri 
Pemba na kuelekeya 
 
The first three lines share a common vowel ending. The fourth line ends in a different vowel, which 
ties up the stanza. In a recitation this last vowel is elongated for emphasis. The word ‘Utendi’ is the 
original one used in Lamu where the form evolved. Utenzi comes from the Kiunguja dialect, which 
was made the standard Kiswahili for the region. Clarissa Vierke notes that ‘historiography is a key 
concept of the utendi…[that] despite all changes, the archival function of the utendi is a common 
denominator across time’ (416). The utendi is a source and site of information about place or event 
or person. Those who have conceptualised the form know the utendi as a direction giver. Vierke 
quotes Ali Jahadmy (27) who noted that ‘the genius of the Swahili went into verse … they put into 
verse all historical event’. Vierke claims that this character of historiography is what sets apart 
utendi from other Swahili poetry genres. Quoting Briggs and Bauman (142, 143), she describes this 
form as ‘an orientating frame for the production and reception of discourse’ (417). Haji Gora Haji 
is, therefore, not merely a practitioner of the form; he is also an innovator. Whereas traditional 
utendi focus on the heroic deeds of men, Mzee Gora infuses the form with anecdote and 
autobiography, the stuff of everyday life. This innovation is evident in “Utenzi wa Bahari,” which I 
cite in full below:  
 
Poem One: Utenzi wa Bahari (Poem of the Ocean) 
tr. Abubakr Zein Abubakr, Dr. Mshai Mwangola 
 
Kupita kwenye bahari To traverse the ocean 
Mie haikuwa siri For me is no big deal 
Kwa dau nime safiri I’ve travelled on a dhow 
Pemba na kuelekeya I have been to Pemba 
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Penye msafara wetu For our journey 
Ni wa madau matatu  A fleet of three dhows 
Tukitokeya Tumbatu Departing from Tumbatu 
Kwa vyombo kuelekeya We left in array 
  
Ndani ya huo mradi  Inside this project  
Nilikua ni uledi I was an apprentice 
Wakubwa walonizidi They were more with greater knowledge 
Wakawa mabaharia These were master sailors 
  
Pemba tulipo wasili We reached Pemba, our destination 
Tukawa na kambi mbili Set up two camps 
Makoongwe na misali The elders and the rest  
Samaki kuwaviziya To ambush fish  
  
Kwenye bahari ya hindi In the Indian Ocean 
Tulipita na makundi We passed a group 
Yao wavuvi mafundi Of master fishermen 
Kuvua walozoweya Whose fishing knowledge was unsurpassed 
  
Kambi zetu hizo mbili  Those two camps  
Makoongwe na misali The elders and the others  
Ikawa hatubadili Were unchangeable 
Kwengine kugeuziya In its arrangement 
  
Kwa huko samaki wake If you fished where we were 
Huuziya Chake Chake You sold your catch in Chake Chake 
Kwenye maeneo yake There is a place allotted 
Kila wanapovuliya For every fishing expedition 
  
Wakivuliya Kokota  Those who fished in Kokota  
Samaki wanaopata The fish they caught 
Bila ya kuvuta vuta  Without much ado  
Wete ndiko huuziya In Wete they would sell it 
  
Natiririka kwa kasi  I am rushing through these words 
Kila yaliyokhalisi So that 
Niyataje kwa upesi You will understand  
Mpate kuvisikiya What I am saying 
  
Utenzi niliyoanza This poem that I started 
Sasa naumaliza I will end it now 
Mengine kuyaeleza 
Nipate kuharakiya 
There are other things to say 
Things that must be done  
  
Tamati ndiro nimwishoni This is the last verse 
Miye ninakuageni It is time 
Kwa kusema kwaherini To say goodbye 
Mwisho nimefikiliya I have reached the end 
 
This poem first emerged as a rough outline offered by the poet in the process of our discussion.9 
There are parts addressed to me, his interrogator, and there is also an element of playfulness in the 
                                                
9 Haji, Gora Haji. Personal interview. 14 March 2014.  
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simple detailing of his early life as apprentice, of travelling to unknown destinations, of becoming a 
seaman and a fisherman, of gestures, of stopping at ports and trading in fish markets. The sea poem 
as a map from memory passed down to a person Haji Gora Haji also teasingly calls his daughter, 
and through her, to others. Weeks later he also collected his other sea-related poetry and arranged 
for his brother to transcribe his poetic ruminations. In the research moment in his room, it was a 
simple thing to experience Haji Gora’s sea poems as oral maps transmitted and disseminated in 
spaces of intimacy and care? 
 
“Utenzi wa Bahari” blends memory and history to invoke an image map of the Swahili seas as a 
place of travel, labour, relationship, learning, and exchange. The discussions on the Indian Ocean 
trade system have to date, largely ignored its extension deep into African hinterlands, a structure 
that involved caravans. Etymological hints such as the ‘Msafara’ (Caravan) the poet gives suggest a 
more complex sense and history of spaces and reach in the travel and trade of the Swahili seas. Haji 
Gora Haji applies the notion of ‘caravan of vessels’ to convey a sense of movement and exchange 
that blurs lines between land and sea. The mention of three vessels leaving Tumbatu in array is 
important —three, not just one dhow. It is a fleet. To manage one dhow is complex enough; to 
manage three requires a fine sense of co-ordination and excellence in craft. Haji Gora introduces 
this aspect of the fleet to suggest the quality of his apprenticeship. The hierarchies of sea 
apprenticeship are indicated in the words ‘makoongwe’ and ‘misali.’ In the third stanza they arrive 
in Pemba and divide into the ‘makoongwe’ (mature, old, precious) and ‘misali,’ the rest, a 
continuation of the notion of apprenticeship as a means of knowledge sharing and transfer. The 
fishing camps he refers to, ‘Ago’, in other words, are temporary camps where fishermen go, and 
live for periods of time before heading back home. In these temporary spaces, these guilds, 
relationships and friendships through seafaring were established. 
 
I include Google map images to each poem as a sort of memory map for the elderly seafarer’s 
musings, a placeholder and more practically, a conventional mapping reference and route indicator 
for that which the poet-seafarer has delineated. Arguably, the assumed ‘now-ness’ of the Google-
map images obviously does not ‘articulate’ the mythic, historical, or story densities that narrative 
cartographies, as represented in these types of ‘poem-maps’ propose.  
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1.5 “Tumbatu to Pemba, with Chake Chake Bay indicated.” Map. Google Maps. Google, 7 July 2014. 
Web.  
 
Whereas “Utenzi wa Bahari” focuses on apprenticeship, “Utenzi wa Jahazi,” (Poem of the Shipping 
Vessel) is a paean for a ship (and space) that was the locus of significant life lessons for Haji Gora 
Haji, seafarer, fisherman.  
 
b) Utenzi wa Jahazi 
 
Poem Two: Utenzi wa Jahazi (Poem of the Jahazi) 
tr. Abubakr Zein Abubakr, Dr. Mshai Mwangola 
 
Ninaanza mtiriri I start this flow 
Kuliadika shairi This narrative 
La jahazi mashuhuri  About a renowned jahazi 
Nilowahi safiriya Aboard which I travelled 
  
Katika wangu ujana In my youth 
Ikawa sivuwi tena I gave up fishing 
Nikahisi vyema sana  I thought it was better  
Bora niwe bahariya To become a sailor 
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Jahazi hilo naronga That Jahazi 
Iliyokuwa ya tanga Was from Tanga 
Darisalama na tanga Its route 
Ndiko likisafiriya Was Dar es Salaam –Tanga 
  
Ndani yake hilo kundi Within the crew 
Katika hicho kipindi In that season 
Nilikuwa ni maindi I was an apprentice 
Vizuri nazingatiya The better to remember 
  
Tanga kwa wakati huo We headed out to Tanga 
Tukizipakiya mbao  To collect timber  
Na kuzipeleka kwao To transport it to those 
Mwenyewe kukabidhiya Who had commissioned this trip 
  
Huko tukizifikisha We reached our destination 
Darisalama hushusha Disembarked in Dar es Salaam 
Na chombo kukizungusha Then we turned the vessel around 
Nyengine kwenda pakiya With other freight on board 
  
Hiyo misafara yetu These journeys 
Kitimiya mitatatu Were in threes 
Hurudi unguja kwetu Before we could return to our Unguja 
Mishahara hupokeya To receive our salaries 
  
Baada husisha hayo These were the things 
Yalokuwa tutendayo We did  
Kuna machache ambayo But there are others 
Mwishoni yatafatiya That remain unstated 
  
Kwa vile Zanzibar Because Zanzibar 
Imo kati ya bahari Is embedded in the sea 
Wengi wetu kusafiri Most of us travel 
Na ndipo tukazoweya As a matter of course 
 
Sababu kwa zama zile In that age 
Tuliozaliwa kale The time of our birth 
Wengi hatu kusoma shule We did not go to school 
Kazi tukikamatiya We started work early 
  
Uvuvi na ukulima Fishing and farming 
Na malodi kututuma And at the beck of the Lordly 
Ikawa ndizo hekima Those were the options 
Za uchumi kupatiya To gain wealth 
Baada ya niliyoronga Now that I have reached 
Na hapa nilipogonga  This place that I have hit  
Shairi hili kufunga It is time 
Muda umefikiliya To close this poem 
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Isipokuwa nanena If my words 
Kama lilokosekana Have caused any offence 
Iwe samahani sana I ask forgiveness 
Kwani siyo kusudia For that is unintended. 
 
 
In the first verse, Haji Gora plays on the idea of flow with the onomatopoeic word ‘Mtiriri’. Maji 
anatiririka. Water flows. ‘I am starting this flowing narrative about a famous sea vessel (Jahazi 
mashuhuri) that I travelled in’. He ends in the manner typical of closing a mtendi---the equivalent of 
the disclaimer found in books. This paean to a renowned merchant vessel, a Jahazi (larger than a 
dhow), also reveals historical and contemporary trade routes and relationships. The vessel’s 
movement is from its home of origin in Tanzania’s most northerly seaport of Tanga, into the main 
port, Dar es salaam, carrying timber and other cargo that remains unnamed, and from there back to 
Zanzibar, where the seamen and workers are finally paid. This work suggests a route marker within 
a trade network located in the ocean. What other lines criss-cross these seas? There is a story of a 
journey here, and of social relationships embedded in a network. This is not about an epic journey; 
rather it is a matter-of-fact seasonal happening. The quest is one for daily living. The poem frames a 
way of being remembered through the ‘voice’ of one who has lived thus. It reminds the reader of 
relationships that inform and still inform Swahili mercantile infrastructures. It shows parallel 
passageways that co-exist next to officially sanctioned ones. The poet’s selection of ports is 
deliberate. It tells his listeners who are aware of contemporary social and political tensions to make 
the connections—the destinations in the poems are sites of political contestations-- and “hear’ 
another message. Haji Gora’s insertion of the word ‘malords’—a contemptuous appellation of 
overlords who acquired power and pomp in the time of British Imperial rule, the tail end of which 
Haji Gora would have known—gives an inkling of the political overtones that this poem of the sea 
also bears.  
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1.6 “Toponyms in Haji Gora Haji’s second poem.” Map. Google Maps. Google, 5 July 2014. Web. 
 
 
c) Shairi, Wimbo 
The third and last poem introduced here, “Bahari Usichungue,” (Recondite Sea) is what Haji Gora 
calls ‘Shairi.’ Sheikh Ahmed Nabahany, poet and scholar, notes, ‘“the shairi genre is used by 
twisting the language, playing with the language with knowledge and skill…(Cited in Vierke 280)”. 
In an email exchange Clarissa Vierke, referencing this final poem places it firmly in the category of 
‘wimbo’ highlighting the evidence of its rhythm, sound, stress and intonation: ‘In a wimbo a stanza 
(ubeiti) typically consists of three mishororo (lines)….you typically find an end rhyme at the end of 
the line and an internal rhyme(s) as well. The number of line breaks is flexible to a certain extent, 
but in fact, the division into two half lines is most common’ (2014 np). She observes that Haji Gora 
Haji has used eight syllables per half-line, which abides by the conventions of the genre, but she is 
also amazed by ‘the poet inscribing himself into a Swahili canon of imagery [and] … his own very 
distinct voice’ (2014 np). 	  
 
‘Bahari Usichunge’ is an enigmatic metaphor that can also be read multi-directionally. It is a 
different narrative style, neither plot driven nor didactic.  
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The multi-directional nature of the poem is evidenced, in, for example, the final stanza, which can 
take four different forms—as a couplet, as two pairs of couplets, or a quatrain. Four ways of reading 
Bahari usichungue (in Kiswahili) are: 
 
First  
Bahari usichonguwe  Utajitia wahaka 
Omba mola akuvuwe  Ufike unapotaka 
 
Second  
Bahari usichonguwe  
Omba mola akuvuwe 
Utajitia wahaka 
Ufike unapotaka 
 
Third  
Bahari usichonguwe utajitia wahaka 
Omba mola akuvuwe ufike unapotaka. 
 
The fourth reading of the poem is as continuous verse where the two line stanzas are ‘interludes’. 
 
 
Poem three: Bahari usichungue (Don’t delve into the sea/ Recondite Seas) 
tr. Abubakr Zein Abubakr, Dr. Mshai Mwangola 
 
Ukichunguwa bahari  Kusafiri huwafiki 
Inamengi yalosiri  Kuona ukidiriki 
Hata ukiwa hodari  Hofu itakumiliki 
  
Bahari ina mawimbi  Milele hayaondoki 
Kadhalika na vitimbi  Vilo havidhihiriki 
Kama si rangi na vumbi  ingekuwa hakwendeki 
  
Mengi yasoidadika  Na makubwa masamaki 
Pindi ukisadifika   Uwonapo hujishiki 
Lazima hutetemeka  Na mno kutaharuki 
  
Ikiwa umo chomboni  Jifanye hubabaiki 
Kaa utuliye ndani  We la nje hutaki 
Ukitazama majini  Hapa na hapo hufiki 
  
Bahari usichonguwe  Utajitia wahaka 
Omba mola akuvuwe  Ufike unapotaka 
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Be wary before the ocean It seduces you into travel 
It remains cryptic When you get comfortable 
However intrepid you are Be careful 
  
The sea contains waves  Ceaseless waves 
Other mysteries and riddles  Not evident to untrained eyes 
Were it not for the colour and dust  You would not leave 
  
Unaccountable things there are  And giant fish 
When it approaches   Too great to understand 
You must tremble  With a sense of urgency 
  
When you are in the vessel  Fake fearlessness 
Concentrate on your confines  Ignore what’s beyond your ken 
For should you glimpse the djinns  There and then your journey ends 
  
Don’t delve too deeply into the sea  You will worry 
Beseech God’s help   To reach your destination 
 
 
Haji Gora Haji’s use of ambiguity is most evident in this depiction of a complex seascape and its 
mystery, to which he the poet submits. This poem of the sea is also read as a commentary on life, its 
transience, and its vulnerability to unseen forces. The rhymes and words suggest an ocean in a state 
of temperamental brooding, guarding its mysteries jealously, subject only to the power of God 
whom the person encountering the sea should invoke. The past, present and future conflate in this 
poem. Time is, as with the man himself—‘isness’—shorn off adornments and the superfluous. As 
with the other poems, few adjectives are used here. 
 
The recondite nature of the sea is vividly illustrated by Mzee Gora’s use of “dust” and “djinns” in 
the poem, both of which suggest mystery. He writes, ‘Kama si rangi na vumbi’ (if it were not for 
the colour and dust). Haji Gora’s placement of ‘dust’ in the sea is probably linked to the eyes that he 
references earlier. Dust in the eyes obscures the truth. This idea that truth is obscured is further 
emphasised in the word ‘vitimbi,’ which speaks not only of puzzles, but also of unresolved 
mysteries and trickery. The third stanza draws from the deeps the thing spoken off in whispers—the 
majini—djinns. Odysseus’ sirens can be evoked here. In the spiritual and supernatural landscapes 
that feed the imagination of the Swahili seas, ‘djinns’ are allotted a space. In Indian Ocean 
mythology, and incorporated into Islamic reflections, these in-between entities made of fire and 
smoke crave human lives and offer to satisfy the basest human cravings in exchange for the 
satisfaction of possession. In the Quran, Iblis (Shaytan/Satan) is considered a djinn. The placement 
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of djinns in this work underlines the mystery, treachery, seduction and the unknown that permeates 
it.  
 
 
1.7  “Zanzibar Archipelago (note Unguja, Pemba and Tumbatu).” Map. Perry Castañeda Library Map 
Collection: Zanzibar and Pemba Islands (Political). Web. 3 March 2014.	  
 
 
Summary 
There are no fixed boundaries or identities in Haji Gora Haji’s sea poems, yet they are drenched 
with the sense of the place to which they refer—they are unmistakeably of the Swahili seas in 
theme, idiom, locale, method, language, function, style and image. ‘Terroir’ is the word food, wine, 
coffee and cheese buffs use to locate and distinguish the subjects of their attention. ‘Terroir,’ I 
argue, imbues the imagination that invokes these poems that once heard, or read, evoke a specific 
place of origin. They are marked by their fluidity, and yet are also anchored in the weight of words 
wrenched from remembered life experiences. The ocean is the constant in its mercuriality. In these 
narratives, there is no nostalgia, no romance, no rhapsodies, just an almost austere ‘isness’. 
Symmetry is most apparent in the latter poem, ‘Bahari Usichungue,’ yet that too is a trompe d’oeil, 
a poem, which changes its face even as one looks at it. Considering that Haji Gora Haji constructs 
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his poetry through the memory of his life, and the shapes the sea has given it, I am struck by the 
proficiency and process of creation that allows such texts to emerge.  
 
There are worlds condensed in a word, ‘bahari,’ cultures, histories and puzzles sealed in ‘vitimbi’, 
or condensed into metaphors and aphorisms. There is, also for me as researcher, a sense of 
impending loss: Haji Gora Haji is an old man trundling through his twilight years, pressed down 
with an immensity of knowing and also burdened with the awareness that he has not been able to 
pass it down to a generation now preoccupied with other things. There is a life and a sea that he, and 
others like him can bear witness to uniquely, but the hearers are few. The longevity in the character 
of poem-maps offers an engaged and continuing witness-bearing function of a life lived in close 
proximity to this ocean. These works also, arguably, provide a window into the inner life of the 
Western Indian Ocean that is less about anthropomorphising it, than it is about recognising a 
profound and distinct character brought out of unique ways of encounter, relatedness and 
experiencing within a specific culture and people.  
 
These poems ‘end’ in mid-flow, creating room for future conversations and development. On a final 
note, looking at notions of ‘place and placelessness’, Haji Gora Haji, the poet-seafarer offers 
toponyms; he speaks of destinations, of passageways to, within and from a place, of inhabited 
spaces and places visited. He speaks of departures and arrivals. He refers once to ‘Unguja wetu’ 
(our Unguja) but makes no references to a particular ‘home’10, a place to which he (one) returns.  
An extended study would have explored this absence of ‘home’ (beyond ‘Tumbatu’) with the poet. 
To briefly explain it, it is perhaps worth borrowing from a Swahili saying popularised in the 
posthumous reflections of the late Dan Eldon (1970-93), youthful itinerant photographer moulded, 
like Haji Gora Haji, in the East African milieu: ‘the journey is the destination.’ The site of ‘home’ is 
contained in the process of living. To be of the ocean, is to also agree to live inside its rules and 
demands, its ceaseless ebbing and flowing, of movement, of passages. It is not a space of stillness, 
at least not in the physical sense. The idea of the fluidity of ‘home’ is certainly implied in this 
encounter with this poet, and in his words. Yet it can also be said that the topography of this kind of 
belonging is constantly etched and re-etched into skin and memory, in the body’s way of moving 
through a particular geography and then, re-imaged (re-imagined?) through and in timeless words. I 
travelled to meet a sea poet and learn his story in order to immerse myself in his space in the hope of 
acquiring some cartographical perspectives for questions in this study. Can a ‘text’ borne in memory 
add texture, perspectives, meaning, dimensionality and sense to a place? Where is the ‘locus of 
                                                
10  In the Swahili lexicon the idea of ‘home’ is varied. It goes beyond place (mahali) and includes words like 
kwangu (mine), nyumba(ni) (personal house), maskani, mji (area), makimbilio (refuge).  
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meaning’ then, and how can it be (re)traced? In the end, this quest was marked by the emergence of 
far more questions than there was time to seek answers. Yes, in and through the poet’s words, both 
from the interview and condensed in his poems an unheard story of the western Indian Ocean is 
proposed. Yes, the site of the poet’s memory (and body) as a traceable locus of oceanic meaning and 
imagination is arguably, also plausible. But there are key gaps that were not as easily addressed as one 
first thought; the primary one being an answer to a question—what is the ontological Swahili name 
for the Western Indian Ocean? From this, admittedly basic research, there appears to be a genre of 
Swahili sea poetry that, like the Swahili name for its seas, has been ‘misplaced’, but which contain 
in and of itself uncommon narratives, voices and texts of the sea.  
 
Furthermore, in recording, translating and analysing the poet-seafarer’s words, choosing what to 
include or leave out, I am conscious of the adage repeated by Robert Tally Jr. in his own attempts to 
“carry across” the work of Bertrand Westphal: ‘Every translation is a mistranslation’ (xii). 
Conveying a glimpse of the deep, rich, wide knowing and experiences embedded in this subject 
matter has been an exercise of some futility, given the normative paradigmatic lenses through which 
I explore this topic. With the benefit of hindsight if I were to redo this study, its primary medium 
would be a multisensory creative documentary privileging the narrative voice of the poet-seafarer. 
The study, and its frustrating initial search for associated literature references, does confirm an 
urgent need to seek out, listen to and collect works inspired by the Western Indian Ocean from 
those whose histories and lives are woven into it, if not for any other reason than that of gaining 
ontological insights into a more textured idea and knowledge of these seas.  
 
1.8 Maulidi ya Homu Mtendani, Zanzibar, 2008 
The performativity of the Swahili Seas and the 
creative articulation of its geographies are 
exemplified by groups such as these. Their 
performances, popularly but wrongly defined as 
‘Sufistic’, invite audiences into a space of 
journeying and pilgrimage, where a story is 
witnessed in performing bodies which invoke, move 
and inhabit the whole stage. 
 
Mazaher (Nairobi, 2009) 
Mazaher are female descendants of Swahili mariners 
living in Egypt performing Zar ritual music. The 
practice and ritual found in different forms all along 
the Western Indian Ocean. They invoke and perform 
(dance, music, gesture) different Indian Ocean winds 
and currents to support their healing rituals. 
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CHAPTER THREE: Convergence 
 
 
The creative project, like its critical segment, reflects on the interstices of narrative maps and 
embodied cartographies, and does this in story. With the characters in Dragonfly Monsoon, I 
explore the Western Indian Ocean as a realm of formation and influence. The creative project and 
its critical component also connect through Haji Gora Haji who provides some biographical 
inspiration for some of the story’s key characters. The characters’ musings are also partly informed 
by lessons from Haji Gora’s ways of experiencing and relating to the sea, and the sense he conveys 
that to truly be of that sea is to be able to hold/contain its within one’s being, and to also language it 
in assorted ways. As with the critical paper, in the story, the human body is at the frontline of events 
and encounters.  
 
The first and last part of the story’s world borrows from the daily routines particular to the East 
African coastal space. The novel, like the critical paper seeks to establish if a ‘text’ borne in 
memory give texture, perspectives, meaning, dimensionality and sense to a place. It is concerned 
with ‘topologos’— ‘place speaking’, or ‘place voicing’ as a means of gaining other knowledge of 
and insight into spaces, while situating the human being as witness, ‘experiencer’, archivist and 
memory holder of certain places and spaces. To give integrity to the story-world of the novel, I have 
incorporated the Swahili aesthetics of place, space and relationship management—very much alive 
in Haji Gora Haji’s milieu—into the fictional characters’ lives: protocols such as kutumbuana, 
kuheshimiana, ungwana, nidhamu, and even ubinadamu (hospitality, respect, acknowledgment, 
elegance, manners, humanity) in order to explore how likely it is for these to survive the covert and 
overt incursions by forces for whom such core human values are unimportant. The idioms of place, 
the way of speaking the sea that I heard in the week I was in Zanzibar also inform the tale. Finally, 
the creative project sets out to speculate on the shape of future maps of the territory of this study. It 
aims to paint an impression of one or two scenarios that might emerge in response to the question of 
what the future holds for the Swahili seas and its people given the vast historical events (some of 
which are included in the story’s plot) playing out on, within and along it. 
 
Experience-based and history-inscribed literary artefacts such as Haji Gora Haji’s ‘poem-maps’ and 
their interlocutor, Haji Gora himself, suggest even more complex depths to an already deep sea. The 
history of the emergence of Swahili cartographic mores has not yet been explored to the depths that 
would allow me to properly situate Haji Gora Haji’s sea-narratives and their multi-dimensional 
representations. These ocean narratives that gesture to a ‘fuller reality… an organic unity, a 
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concrescence’ (Baltasar 30) of the worlds of the Indian Ocean are also time-space capsules. As 
navigational tools for the poet and his hearers, they also propose an ‘inscape’ of a particular, personal 
and intimate oceanic existence and approximate the ‘time as continuum’ sense that is a characteristic 
of the Indian Ocean littoral zone. With reference to these sea poems as ‘small stories’ of the Indian 
Ocean interstices, it is Bachelard who speaks of resonance and reverberation. The implication is that 
as long as there is memory, the places that stories contain will not be lost. Antoine Eche in his essay 
on Cyprus and the Mediterranean writes of the ‘persistent…memory of old imaginative 
geographies’ (95). Shouldn’t it perhaps, be obvious that a particular literature of place can in itself 
contain/carry that place’s geography? Are there perhaps as many mapping genres as there are 
cultures in the world? Is it not possible then to also then refer to the author of associated literary 
artefacts (such as Haji Gora Haji) as cartographer or, at least, navigator of vital, real but somehow 
unseen worlds within a geographical space?  
 
The final words in this paper belong to a poet-seafarer. The words, simple as they at first seem, are 
the basis of a riddle that undergirds my continued exploration, through story, of the Western Indian 
Ocean. Mid conversation, Haji Gora suddenly asked me, “Unatafuta ramani?” (Are you looking for 
a map?). He answered his own question, “Bahari ndio ramani.” (The ocean is a (the) map).11 
 
 
 
1.9 A seafarer 
remembers his sea. 
March 2014, 
Zanzibar. 
 
 
                                                
11 Haji, Gora Haji. Personal interview. 12 March 2014.  
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Appendix I 
 
Glossary 
 
Adhan Islamic call to prayer (five times a day: Fajr, Zuhr, Asr, 
Maghrib, Isha) 
Bahari Ocean 
Bandari Port 
Chokochoko mchokoe pweza, binadamu hutamweza, Provoke an octopus, not a human being 
Demani Wind blowing in from the ocean 
Dira Compass 
Djinns Genie 
Dua la kuku halimpati mwewe A chicken’s prayer does not move a hawk 
Hujambo? How are you? 
Itifaki imezingatiwa. Protocol observed 
Jahazi Usually confused/conflated by many with the dhow. It is 
larger than the dhow (dau, in Kiswahili), and is used for 
long distance travel. The remnants of the jahazi builders 
are in East Africa 
Kaskazini North 
Kisiwa Island 
Kusini South 
Macheo Dawn 
Machweo/Huchwa Dusk, Sunset 
Magharibi West 
Maharimu Anathema 
Maheremu Deceased 
Masalkheri Good evening 
Mashariki East 
Matalai The first morning wind blowing into sails. Occurs in 
between monsoon seasons around October.  
Merikebu Shipping vessel 
Mutawwa Casual term for Saudi Arabian morality police 
Mvita Another name for Mombasa. Also means, ‘war-mongers’ 
Mwendo, Usafiri Voyage 
Mzee Elder 
Navigation Ubaharia 
Pomboo Dolphin 
Pwani Coast 
Ramani Map 
Sijambo. I am well. 
Tanga Sail 
Tanga Mbili/Malelezi Season of Two sails. Reference to variable winds that 
blow alternately from north and south and all year enable 
movement between the mainland and adjacent islands of 
the Western Indian Ocean12  
                                                
12   See Mohamed H  Abdulaziz and Muȳaka ibn Ḥājjī. Muyaka: 19th century Swahili popular poetry. 
Nairobi: Kenya Literature Bureau, 1979.  
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Tumbatu Small Island off the Northwest coast of Zanzibar. 
Fiercely assertive over the dominance of Zanzibar over 
its affairs. Haji Gora Haji’s ‘homeland’. 
Umande Westerly 
Unguja, Pemba, Tumbatu The large islands of the Zanzibar Archipelago 
Ushairi Genre of Swahili poetry 
Utendi (Utenzi)13 Swahili Narrative poetry form (genre) that was originally 
used in Lamu to describe heroic deeds. (plural, 
tendi/tenzi) 
Uwanja Space 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
13 See Jan Knappert. Traditional Swahili poetry: An investigation into the concepts of East African Islam as 
reflected in the Utenzi literature. Leiden: Brill Archive, 1967. 
 128 
Appendix II 
 
Dragonfly Monsoon | Story Outline 
The story proceeds as follows from where the excerpt ends: 
 
 
Chapter fifteen 
Later that year, Ziriyab Raamis, out fishing disappears. The small family is distraught. Ayaan 
manages Munira and Muhidin’s lives, consoled by the ocean.  
 
Chapter sixteen 
Muhidin leaves island. Ayaan is heartbroken. Munira has inherited Ziriyab’s debts Munira, who is 
broke, does not have enough money for Ayaan’s school fees. 
 
Chapter seventeen 
In the middle of year, Ethiopian playboy drops by island. Sees and desires Ayaan. Chinese visitor’s 
letter sparks interest in China. 
 
Chapter eighteen 
Munira saves Ayaan from paws of playboy. The sense of betrayal wounds Ayaan’s being. 
 
Chapter nineteen 
Ayaan realises that Suleiman, her crush, was responsible for death of her kitten. She trashes 
Muhidin’s house. ‘Kidnaps’ his special map. 
 
Chapter twenty 
In 2009, Chinese officials arrive to test DNA for best candidate to re-enact Admiral Zheng He’s 
last voyage across Seas. Ayaan is selected as ‘The Descendant’.  
 
Chapter twenty one 
Ayaan uncertain about leaving. Munira wrestles with losing Ayaan, Muhidin returns to Pate 
broken. 
 
Chapter twenty-two 
Ayaan leaves for China. She keeps the map, holding it hostage to a promise. 
 
 
 
Part two (Ayaan: ages 22-26) 
 
Chapter twenty-three 
A return to 1996 when Jin-Lai, a rising entrepreneur loses everything. He reaches for the ocean 
marking his transformation from Captain of Industry to Captain Jin-Lai. 
 
Chapter twenty-four 
2010. Captain Jin-Lai ship the M/V Qingrui is commandeered by high level bureaucrats to 
transport ‘The Descendant’ to China.  
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Chapter twenty-five 
M/V Guolong’s passengers—Ayaan’s new in-between world. Includes Delaksha a runaway wife, 
Nioreg, disenchanted mercenary guarding the ship, and Ayaan’s guardian, the bitter, Chyou 
Ruolan. 
 
Chapter twenty-six 
A mosaic of Ayaan’s confusion in a tranquil cargo ship. Late, mystery of speed boats that load 
security items on board.ship—off-book anti-piracy measures.  
 
Chapter twenty-seven 
Ayaan’s existence disrupts Captain Jin-Lai’s certainties.  
 
Chapter twenty-eight 
Attempted night boarding of ship by Somali pirates. Passengers in safe room bond. Ayaan decides 
to live more bravely. 
 
Chapter twenty-nine 
Delaksha hounds passenger/security man, Nioreg, who had rescued a bird in the midst of chaos. 
Emotional turmoil confuses Ayaan. But she is seduced into wanting to discover more. 
 
Chapter thirty 
Ayaan chooses to live one day of life on her terms. It is day of a mighty sea storm. She is stranded 
below deck. Captain finds her. They wait out the storm in a tight cocoon.  
 
Chapter thirty-one 
Ayaan slips into erotic intimacies with Jin-Lai She tellsof Muhidin’s map. Draws map of Pate, 
with henna on his body. 
 
Chapter thirty-two 
Ayaan extricates herself from this ‘vortex’. She hears about purgatory from Delaksha. 
 
Chapter thirty-three 
A return to almost normal. Jin Lai watches the henna Ayaan had designed on his body fade.  
 
Chapter thirty-four 
Monsoon storm. From under containers, blood seeps into the water. Animal parts including tusks. 
Ship is pawn in someone’s game. Captain, fakes severe weather conditions, to dump the cargo into 
the sea. Mistrust. 
 
Chapter thirty-five 
The M/V Guolong streams into Xiamen harbour. The ship’s company is bankrupted in revenge. 
Jin-Lai remains on board ship. Ayaan’s welcome postponed. In moment of disembarking Delaksha 
catches her feet on rung and falls, breaking her neck. She will die. Ayaan first encounter with a 
human body, recalls cat’s death. 
 
Chapter thirty-six. 
Ayaan masks her emotions, as Teacher Ruolan had begged her to do, to perform role of ‘The 
Descendant’. Fights to study Marine navigation. Ayaan sits on a bench in the park to call home. 
Writes letter to Munira to ask about her biological father.  
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Part Three | Interlude 
 
In Pate, Muhidin confronts the Chinese visitor. A friendship emerges. Muhidin and Munira’s fury 
turns into a scandalous affair. Munira gets pregnant. They leave Pate. A year and a half later, when 
Muhidin returns to Pate alone. On a night jaunt at sea, he drowns. 
 
 
Part Four (Ayaan ages 26-28) 
 
Chapter thirty-seven 
Ayaan learns to navigate medium sizedß boats. Keenest rival is a Turk called Koray Terzioğlu. 
They bond. Ayaan shows him Muhidin’s map. She goes to Turkey for holidays with him. She 
escapes meeting his family in order to see the Aegean Mediterranean and Marmara seas. Jin-Lai 
who resigns his captaincy has been monitoring Ayaan’s life as he also builds a reputation as 
conceptual artist. 
 
Chapter thirty-eight 
Ayaan sees is a pictorial imagining of Pate Island by Jin Lai. Koray mad at her for standing him up 
‘kidnaps’ Muhidin’s map. Ayaan returns to her park bench every evening. She suspects that Jin-
Lai is out there. She talks into the night. She tells ‘him’ about Koray and the map. Weeks later, 
Koray tells her he has sold her map. Ayaan retreats into silence.  
 
Chapter thirty-nine 
Ayaan returns to her university residence to find a wrapped gift waiting for her. Inside is her map. 
Jin-Lai sees her picking it up. He does not leave the shadows.  
 
Chapter forty 
Ayaan leaves China.  
 
 
Part five 
 
Chapter forty-one 
Ayaan navigates boat into Pate Island. It is matlai season. Nothing is the same. Everything is the 
same. Ziriyaab Raamis is back from Guantanamo Bay. She and Ziriyab now understand that the 
truest destinations are people. A year later Jin-Lai shows up. Later Mahmoud finds Muhidin’s 
shark-bitten hand in the shallows. The very next morning, Munira disembarks from a boat carrying 
a three-year old girl, Abeerah. 
 
 
 
The end 
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